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HOOK ‘EM: LESSON TWO 

Greetings writerly-types… and welcome back to the classroom! As we found out in Lesson One, readers 

are brain-driven to seek out experiences and adventure through stories. They’re addicted to the 

dopamine rush that comes from trying to figure out what’s happening next. That means it’s our writerly 

jobs to pimp them some addictive tension and to entice them with some word-based sleight-of-hand, 

revealing just enough to get them panting in anticipation. (And, no, you don’t have to write wild chase 

scenes or sex scenes to accomplish this.) 

Trouble is (and it is trouble we need, but I digress…) we, writerly-types, spend a lot of time thinking 

about the meat of our story. The larger parts, the huge turning-point scenes, the clash of wills 

confrontations. We can envision that great big black moment where everything shifts dramatically for 

our hero. And all that may be ten, fifteen, twenty chapters away from the beginning. Which makes the 

beginning seems rather… inconsequential.  

It’s not, as I’m sure you realize, or you’d not be in this workshop. The beginning is not only the ONLY way 

to grab your reader and get her into the story, but it’s an important part of the overall symmetry of the 

story. Yes, stories have symmetry and there’s a special connection between the beginning and the 

ending. The two must complement each other (per writing guru Jacqueline Lichtenberg).  

But I’m getting ahead of myself because, see, that’s what we often do. We tend to view beginnings as 

less important. The lowly appetizer. Or, worse, the dry and tasteless beer nuts on the bar.  

Beginnings are much more than beer nuts. You need to learn to think of beginnings as the strip-tease. 

The seduction. The come-hither.  

The beginning hooks the reader and sets the entire story into motion.  

Big Fat Note: Beginnings are usually genre-specific.  As my previous students have heard me say many 

times: Know Thy Genre. If you don’t know the tropes and reader expectations of your genre, you can 

waste your time crafting a lovely but ineffective beginning.  

You learn your genre’s tropes and reader expectations by reading in your genre (and, as well, studying 

the craft mechanics of your genre). Read the current best-sellers and award-winners—not just for fun, 

but to watch and learn. Yeah, classics are great, but they were written before microwave popcorn, Alexa 

and Snapchat. People had leisure time and it didn’t include texting. Your story’s opening scenes today 

compete directly with Netflix, video games, Facebook and FaceTime. Be forewarned. 

Genre notwithstanding, there are certain keys that are present in almost all well-crafted opening scenes. 

And the biggest, and most common, of these is CHANGE. 

So, in Lesson Two, we’re going to explore using CHANGE in the opening scene. 

Let’s look at these great words of wisdom from writing guru Jack Bickham (who, yes, was a friend and 

protégé of the great writing guru, Dwight V. Swain): 

Good fiction starts with—and deals with—someone’s response to threat… Every good story starts at a 

moment of threat… Nothing is more threatening than CHANGE… It is at this moment of crucial change, 

whatever it may be, that your story starts… To begin any other way is to invite disaster: 
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• Open earlier, with background, and it’s dull. 

• Open by looking somewhere else in the story, and it’s irrelevant. 

• Open long after the change, and it’s confusing. 

—The 38 Most Common Fiction Writing Mistakes, Jack Bickham 

And, from Bickham’s Scene & Structure: 

Every good story starts at the moment of CHANGE. …Remember the following facts about your 
readers:   
 
  1. They are fascinated and threatened by significant change; 
  2. They want the story to start with such a change; 
  3. They want to have a story question to worry about; 
  4. They want the story question answered in the story ending; 
  5. They will quickly lose patience with everything but material that relates to the story question. 
 
I highlighted items 1 and 2 in red (and if your email program stripped that out, you might want to log on 
and read the lesson on the site, assuming it keeps the formatting—never a guarantee.). This doesn’t 
mean 3, 4 and 5 don’t count. It means, right now, we’re going to dig deeper into 1 and 2. CHANGE. 
 
What is change? Change is anything that’s different for the character. Any bump in the road that sends 

her on a detour. Any break in routine that launches the unexpected. Anything that—yes—triggers that 

dopamine rush in the reader’s brain as he considers what just happened, realizes he wants to know why, 

and further finds himself trying to figure out what’s going on that could—on that lizard-brain level—

increase his chances of survival (Thank you, Lisa Cron). On an intellectual level, the reader finds himself 

trying to figure things out because 1) it’s fun and 2) he can’t stand the fact that the writer might be 

smarter and more cunning than he is. 

Yes, really. 

Let’s sit at the feet of Guru Swain and listen to what he unpacked decades ago: 

You can start a story in any way and at any point and, regrettably, I've read the manuscripts that prove 
it. But that doesn't mean that some beginnings aren't better (read: "more effective") than others. 
 
Thus, you can open on a landscape or a fist fight, a still life or weather talk, or a close-up of a character 
or an object. Or on any of a thousand other angles. 
 
Confession editors sometimes say, "Start on the day that's different." A Hollywood axiom recommends, 
"Start with an arrival." Pulp writers used to advocate starting with a fight. A general rule, across the 
board, has been that you should start with trouble. 
 
… What do you need, to start a story? 
 
You need change… Change is some new element or relationship injected into the existing state of 
affairs. Something happens that makes the original situation different. Perhaps the temperature drops, 
or the sun comes up, or a stranger enters, or a girl says yes. 
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In the quiet household, change may be a leaky pipe or a visiting neighbor or a backfiring truck that 
wakes the baby. On the battlefield, it may be a machine gun that jams, or a sniper's bullet that kills the 
squad leader, or an enemy rush that cuts off a unit. 
 
—Not that changes necessarily appear to be disastrous. Good news—new information received on 
anything from health to weather—may upset a situation every bit as much as bad. 
 
So: Change impinges on an existing situation.  
 
And someone is affected by it.  —Dwight V Swain, TECHNIQUES OF THE SELLING WRITER 
 
“Change, really?” you wail in three-part harmony. “Why change?” 

I’m glad you asked. My goodness, I knew you were a bright bunch.  

It goes back to brain science and WHY. Change is threatening to humans (and to most other species, 

too). Whether or not you want to admit it, we dislike, perhaps even fear, change. It’s instinctual. Change 

= Not Safe. Change = I don’t know where the escape exits are (if you’re one of my cats and at the vet). 

Change = I can’t find my car keys (and you’re late for work). Change = Marry me, You’re fired, You’re 

hired, I want a divorce, Your flight has been cancelled, You won the lottery.  

Change triggers emotions. Change—both positive and negative—creates TENSION. 

Remember this from Lesson One?  

Dwight: Your reader reads fiction because it creates a pleasurable state of tension in him, line by line, 

page by page.... 

Lisa: Beginning with the very first sentence, the brain craves a sense of urgency that instantly makes 

us want to know what happens next. 

When change erupts, you (character/reader) do NOT know what happens next. Your brain (reader) will 

force you to keep reading, line by line, page by page, in order to find out what’s next. 

One of the problems with most opening scenes is that the writer believes (often wrongly so, and we’ll 

get to that) that the reader needs a bucket of backstory to understand why the events happening in that 

opening scene (or scenes) are important. The writer (wrongly) believes the reader needs to know about 

Uncle Ebenezer’s secret obsession with baseball cards, or what our heroine Esmeralda wore to her 

junior prom thirty years before.  

The lovely thing about using CHANGE is that it’s an almost universal emotional trigger, because (see 

above again) it’s primal. Instinctual. Your reader doesn’t have to understand pages of Esmeralda’s 

backstory to get the emotional impact from “You’re fired” or “I want a divorce.” Or, as the great 

Suzanne Brockmann sets it up: 

Meg didn’t understand at first. 
The man was smiling, and his pleasant expression and tone of voice didn’t match his words. 

“We’ve taken your daughter hostage.” 
She was in the parking garage beneath her condo, hauling a box of files from the back of her 

car, when he approached her. She wasn’t even a hundred feet away from Ramon, the building’s 
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security guard. 
The smiling man must’ve seen the confusion in her eyes, because he said it again. In a 

Kazbekistani dialect. “We have your daughter, and if you don’t follow our orders, we’ll kill her.” 

http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/18627/the-defiant-hero-by-suzanne-

brockmann/9780804119535/ 

The above snippet is the first ninety-six words of that novel. We don’t know who Meg is. We don’t know 

where her condo is, what kind of car she drives, what Ramon looks like, what’s in the box of files, or 

what she wore to her high school prom. None of that matters, because Brockmann nails us with 1) 

change in the form of 2) a nearly universal emotional element, death of a child: “We’ve taken your 

daughter hostage… and if you don’t follow our orders, we’ll kill her.” 

So, while, yes, on an intellectual level I agree with Swain that change can be something as simple as a 

back-firing truck or a drop in temperature, I don’t see those as the strongest examples of a threatening 

change on an emotional gut-level that’s capable of creating a grabber opening (page, scene, chapter) 

for today’s audience. (Small note: Swain wrote in the 1950s and 60s. Things have—pardon the pun—

changed.) Again, know thy genre. A sweet family saga is likely not going to open with the kidnapping of 

someone’s daughter by Kazbekistani terrorists. But it could open with the death of a matriarch, or the 

divorce of a favored son, or the closing (or opening) of a business that requires key players to…change… 

their life-long routines. 

The change you open with should be 1) unexpected and 2) something the main character perceives as 

threatening (to his peace of mind, sanity, life, routine, plans, goals, desires, etc.)  

This means you need to know your main character very well in order to understand what he clings to as 

a lifeline, what will rattle his cage. If Meg’s response in Brockmann’s opening was: “You’ve kidnapped 

Amaryllis? Good. She hasn’t cleaned her room in weeks and her trash-mouth talk annoys me. Keep her 

with my blessings…” then the intended impact of the opening scene would be quite different. (Note: In 

knowing thy genre, comedy will often use some off-the-wall reaction like this.) 

The good news is that, as I said above, useable changes are based on universally understandable 

emotions: fear, death, loss, failure, physical/emotional pain. The “We’ve kidnapped your daughter” 

works in a current day political thriller but equally as well in a historical romance. The maternal/paternal 

instinct is strong, well-known, and “a given” emotional trigger.  

“Givens” are a shortcut. They don’t need a lot of explanation, they don’t need backstory, they often 

don’t even need much of a set-up. They create an almost immediate “Yep, got it” in the reader. It’s 

Human Psychology 101. 

Note: What the actual “givens” are varies with what psychologist you ask. Here are some samples from 

around the Internet that I want you to ponder for this lesson (and your opening scenes/chapter): 

The 3 Universal Fears are: not belonging, being found out, and not being loved…  

The 6 core needs are the needs of Significance, Certainty, Love / Connection, Uncertainty*, Growth and 

Contribution… — Jacqui Whiteford, Mindset Solutions, https://www.jacquiwhiteford.com/3-universal-

fears-and-6-core-needs/ 

http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/18627/the-defiant-hero-by-suzanne-brockmann/9780804119535/
http://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/18627/the-defiant-hero-by-suzanne-brockmann/9780804119535/
https://www.jacquiwhiteford.com/3-universal-fears-and-6-core-needs/
https://www.jacquiwhiteford.com/3-universal-fears-and-6-core-needs/
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[*Yes, this one confuzzles me too, and her blog—not the most well-written—doesn’t directly address it 

but I suspect what she means is the ABILITY to deal with uncertainty…] 

Psychology Today lays out five basic fears: 

And there are only five basic fears, out of which almost all of our other so-called fears are manufactured. 

These are: 

1. Extinction—the fear of annihilation, of ceasing to exist. This is a more fundamental way to 

express it than just calling it "fear of death." The idea of no longer being arouses a primary 

existential anxiety in all normal humans. Consider that panicky feeling you get when you look 

over the edge of a high building. 

2. Mutilation—the fear of losing any part of our precious bodily structure; the thought of having 

our body's boundaries invaded, or of losing the integrity of any organ, body part, or natural 

function. Anxiety about animals, such as bugs, spiders, snakes, and other creepy things arises 

from fear of mutilation. 

3. Loss of Autonomy—the fear of being immobilized, paralyzed, restricted, enveloped, 

overwhelmed, entrapped, imprisoned, smothered, or otherwise controlled by circumstances 

beyond our control. In physical form, it's commonly known as claustrophobia, but it also extends 

to our social interactions and relationships. 

4. Separation—the fear of abandonment, rejection, and loss of connectedness; of becoming a non-

person—not wanted, respected, or valued by anyone else. The "silent treatment," when 

imposed by a group, can have a devastating psychological effect on its target. 

5. Ego-death—the fear of humiliation, shame, or any other mechanism of profound self-

disapproval that threatens the loss of integrity of the Self; the fear of the shattering or 

disintegration of one's constructed sense of lovability, capability, and worthiness.  

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/brainsnacks/201203/the-only-5-fears-we-all-share 

Does this mean that your opening scene needs to have your main character on the edge of a high 

building while being attacked by a six-eyed snake that threatens to mutilate your MC which will result in 

your MC being unlovable and claustrophobic? Probably not. What it does mean is data like this can be 

used to suss out pertinent core emotions that can be launched at the story’s opening, thereby 

generating a primal response from the reader without the need—in the opening—to dump in backstory.  

The core emotional triggers you choose, however, MUST be logical not only to your readership, but to 

the main character (or the character used in the opening scene).  

It must also make sense to the overall plot. I know I shouldn’t have to say that. Random explosions, 

death threats, and attacks by mutant clowns may launch the reader’s instinctual desire to know what 

happens next, but if they make no sense to the plot, they’re cheap tricks, bad writing, and amateurish. 

You will eventually lose the reader’s trust in your prose (a subject we will cover in a later lesson: the 

critical importance of trustworthy prose in the opening scenes).  

In genres like crime fiction and romantic suspense, kidnappings and death threats are expected and 

make sense to the plots. (Know Thy Genre.) Brockmann uses core triggers in another of her novels—also 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/brainsnacks/201203/the-only-5-fears-we-all-share
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romantic suspense/FBI—as her male protagonist, in the opening scene, unexpectedly comes across his 

ex-wife’s body on the floor of her kitchen…and she’s been dead for several days. The visceral reaction to 

that doesn’t need a lot of backstory. I didn’t care what dead gal’s favorite song was or how long she and 

the MC had been divorced. I didn’t care about the reason for their divorce (at that point). Brockmann’s 

use of the word “maggots” in the opening scene was enough to spark all sorts of primal tension in my 

reading brain and keep me turning pages.   

Starting with a highly-emotional change isn’t the only way to open a novel. (We’ll get to other opening 

styles in upcoming lessons.) But you can and should include (or consider including) emotional triggers 

somewhere in your opening. So, whether you’re going to craft a highly-emotional CHANGE opener, or 

another style of opener with some added emotional triggers, you need to be very conversant with 

EMOTIONS. Yes, we all have them. But having them and crafting them aren’t always the same.  An 

excellent resource to use in writing emotions is Ackerman’s and Puglisi’s THE EMOTION THESAURUS. 

https://onestopforwriters.com/emotions  

http://writershelpingwriters.net/2010/10/emotion-thesaurus-entry-collection-samples/ 

Go to their site and play. I’ve mentioned their Emotion Thesaurus in other classes (and I don’t know 

these writers personally so I’m not pimping for them) and I think a few of you have bought their books. 

If you found them useful, share why. 

And now, here’s your mission: 

HOMEWORK: 

1. They are fascinated and threatened by significant change; 
2. They want the story to start with such a change; 
 

Let’s play with openers that work with some kind of CHANGE—right up front.  Read the PDF selections 

attached to this lesson, then pick TWO and, in your homework missive, answer these questions based 

on Swain’s/Bickham’s explanations of CHANGE and the Universal Fears (Mindset Solutions)/Psychology 

Today lists in the lesson and the little add-on graphic on FEARS: 

1) What is the CHANGE used in the opener?  What CHANGES or signals a change is pending? 

2) Name the EMOTIONS used in or generated by the change and note if they’re a fear or a core need or 

a combo.  

3) Why do these two openers catch your interest? Situation, style, pacing, voice, setting, or…? (Hint: 

Understanding that will help you craft stronger openings for your own stories.) 

As always, PLEASE POST YOUR HOMEWORK IN YOUR PERSONAL FOLDER with the notation in your first 

line that this is for LESSON TWO. (Those of you who’ve not yet posted your Lesson One homework, 

please also note LESSON ONE in your first line or Linnea is going to get more confuzzled that usual.) 

And as always, any Ah-hah moments? POST THEM AS WELL!  

Questions are ALWAYS welcome. 

https://onestopforwriters.com/emotions
http://writershelpingwriters.net/2010/10/emotion-thesaurus-entry-collection-samples/

