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Note: This is part two of a series on Extreme Planning for Authors. Part One is for Planning, Part Two is for Writing, Part Three is for Editing, and Part Four is for Publishing. The book is also available as a whole. ​See the series page for more information.

Staring at a blank page. Every author’s nightmare.

It doesn’t need to be more frightening than a Stephen King book. No, really! I’m serious. Stop laughing. 

While most authors of novels are intimidated by the enormous task before them, that intimidation can be chopped up into quivering bits with some planning and task management.

I must confess a secret. I didn’t plan my first book. I didn’t plan my second book. Not even my third. Now, now, stop clutching at your pearls. The truth is, I cheated on all three of those. 

My first two books weren’t novels. They were travel guides. The reason I cheated was because I had already written much of the books before I ever considered publishing them. I’d been to Ireland and Scotland several times each and had taken copious real-time notes in the form of trip reports. This was both for my own flawed memory and to share the trip with others on a vicarious basis. 

Several people had asked for advice on trip planning themselves, so I’d written up several cheat sheets for how to find a good B&B, or car rental, or researching airfare. I therefore compiled this data, as well as my notes from sites I’d visited, and added some I researched. Voila! A travel guide.

Which brings me to my first novel. I didn’t know anything about planning a novel. I didn’t know anything about writing a novel. I just knew I needed to write that novel, the story of my parents’ thirty-year search for true love, which culminated in a wedding on the Starship Enterprise in Las Vegas. 

So, I dove right in. I wrote a few scenes in order, hated them, tried again. Then I tossed those and tried it from another angle. And again. Then I got tired of that crap and just kept writing. 

However, this was all a cheat. No, really, it was. This was a novel based on a true story, so I knew the salient details, I knew the characters, I knew how it ended... none of that was anything I had to create. It was handed to me on a silver platter, not a real test of my plotting ability.

After the first draft, I decided I wanted to add a second point of view, that of my own as the researcher who found her father after thirty years, when he didn’t even know he had a child. So, I went back to add all that in.

In the end, I had a relatively cohesive tale, but the editing was atrocious. However, I didn’t realize it, and published it with a friend’s micro-publishing company. Many years later, I’ve gotten the rights to the novel back, and rewrote it, knowing what I’ve learned about writing in the meantime, and republished. I was in a state of permanent face-palm reading the first version. Not planning, and not properly editing, had led to so many continuity errors, outright contradictions, and plot holes, I’m amazed anyone liked it. 

Now, not everyone is a planner. Some people prefer “pantsing,” or writing by the seat of their pants. Another term I like for this technique is “discovery writing.” If you prefer that way, you may be thinking, “Planning: blah, blah, blah, outline, blah, blah, blah.”

Most authors are on a spectrum somewhere between Extreme Pantser and Extreme Planner. But I think most authors could find some useful tools in this book, tools which might allow them to sculpt that horrifying prospect into digestible chunks.

Sorry for the graphic imagery. I guess Stephen King is still on my mind.

Please keep in mind that this book just demonstrates some ways in which authors can plan, write, and publish their books. It’s novel-centric, planner-centric, historical fiction-centric, and me-centric. I am in no way putting forth that this is the only way to write, or even to plan, a novel. As the saying goes, your mileage may vary. 

The process of writing a novel is a scary mystery to most people. Sometimes including those who actually write novels! My own process is just one of thousands of processes, but here is a peek into my mad method.

All that aside, this is part two of a four-part book. All four parts are combined in Extreme Planning for Authors. Or you can just purchase the parts that are germane to your own area of focus:

Part One – Extreme Planning for Authors

Part Two – Extreme Writing for Authors

Part Three – Extreme Editing for Authors

Part Four – Extreme Publishing for Authors
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Chapter Seven: Opening Scene 
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The purpose of the opening scene is to hook your readers.

We all know this, in theory. However, execution is often not only difficult to create, almost impossible to perfect, and sometimes so terrifying, we freeze.

Many novels have never been started because the author can’t think of a perfect opening scene.

My trick for the Extreme Planner: Don’t write an opening scene. Or rather, write an opening scene with every intention of changing it later. The plan is to put a placeholder now, as you concentrate on writing the novel, and getting the initial rounds of editing done. You may do a lot of revision and moving things around as the result of feedback you get from your beta readers and developmental editors. So why worry now about what that perfect first scene will be? You don’t know it yet.

Just writing [Insert opening scene here] can help you get over the hump of needing to write it first.

––––––––
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FIRST SCENE EXERCISE: Write the first scene you want, without regard to how exciting or interesting it is. Include all the world-building and character description you want. Put it away for later. Maybe save it as a give-away to your newsletter fans someday.

As I mentioned before, the initial opening scene is often better if cut from the final manuscript. Many writers include way too much backstory or setting in that opening scene. It’s often filled with cumbersome exposition and description. Dump it. Cut it. Set it on fire. No, wait! Save it in a file for cut scenes. You may need some of that data later, but it’s much more digestible if cut into little bits and fed throughout the story. 

This is especially true if your character’s back story includes some tragedy. Why would you give that juicy detail away to the reader straight out of the gate? Hint at the tragic tale near the beginning, and dole out breadcrumbs throughout the story, making that tragedy color the character’s actions. Make the reader want to get to the end to find out the true details of that mysterious past.

Think of the juicy backstory as spices. Everyone loves a well-spiced meal! But if you pile on too much spice at once, it’s unpalatable. A little goes a long way. A sprinkle at the beginning, a bit over here, over there, more in the middle, etc. 

As an extreme planner, I like to write infodump scenes just to get it out of my system. Then I cut it out of the main manuscript, working the details in where needed/appropriate. Sometimes it doesn’t all make it in on the first draft, or ever. But, for me, it’s a lot easier to craft a dynamic scene if I’m not trying to world build at the same time. 

––––––––
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A good first scene, in this modern reader world, usually needs some conflict.

––––––––
[image: ]


I recommend a “typical life” setting for your main character, and then toss in some chaos. Show their character by how they react to that chaos, rather than telling your reader “She was a sarcastic grandmother” or “He was a hard-edged old soldier.” Show the readers by having them argue with someone who is giving them a hard time. 

This opening conflict doesn’t have to be related to the over-arching goal or quest of the character. However, bonus points if you can get it related to either, or to something they’ve always wanted and can’t get. 

––––––––
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The opening scene should create some sense of tension, a fight, an argument, a struggle. It shows the character’s mettle and personality far more than descriptive narrative will.

––––––––
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OPENING LINES

You only have one chance to make a great first impression. That is true of novels as well as meeting people.

Fascinating that “opening lines” isn’t until halfway through the book, isn’t it?

But in my process, there’s a lot of work that needs to be done before I can allow myself the torture and luxury that is crafting the opening lines of a novel. There are other methods, of course, but this is my method.

Opening lines are incredibly important. They are the hook that draw your reader into the world you have created. Get them wrong, and your reader may decide to move on. Get them right and you have pure gold.

Don’t let this scare you! If need be, start writing your


	Trope – in storytelling terms, a common cliché or convention. All genres have tropes associated with them.
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	“It was a bright cold day in April, and the clocks were striking thirteen.” – 1984 	Right away, you know the world is different, as we don’t have a thirteen on our clocks, outside of the military, and their terminology is different.



	“It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.” – Pride and Prejudice 	Opening with a bit of philosophy was on brand for Jane Austen, and this theme permeates her entire novel. It works as a perfect tagline.



	“Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.” – Anna Karenina 	This intriguing bit of philosophy draws interest, as we now expect to be told of an unhappy family, and we aren’t disappointed. It makes the reader ask questions.



	“Ships at a distance have every man’s wish on board.” – Their Eyes Were Watching God 	I love the imagery of this and the allegory of wishes. It promises someone reaching for their dreams.



	“Call me Ishmael.” – Moby Dick 	Short, abrupt, and includes the narrator’s name. It’s an unusual name, and you know right away it’s a first-person point of view.



	“Many years later, as he faced the firing squad, Colonel Aureliano Buendía was to remember that distant afternoon when his father took him to discover ice.” – One Hundred Years of Solitude 	This sets up the frame tale, introduces conflict and character immediately, and even hints at their back story, lots of heavy lifting for one sentence.



	“It was a pleasure to burn.” – Fahrenheit 451 	Again, full of intrigue and questions. What are they burning? Why? To whom was it a pleasure?



	“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.” – A Tale of Two Cities 	This is way too ponderous for modern novels, but it worked well for Dickens. It gives a sweeping setting, highlighting the conflict of war and repression.



	“Someone must have slandered Josef K., for one morning, without having done anything truly wrong, he was arrested.” – The Trial 	Instant conflict, and a mystery about why the conflict occurred. And while we don’t know the narrator’s name, they tell us about Josef.



	“If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth” – The Catcher in the Rye 	This opening line is full of the personal voice of the narrator, and not only tells us it’s a young adult novel, but that the narrator is telling their own story.



	“It was a wrong number that started it, the telephone ringing three times in the dead of night, and the voice on the other end asking for someone he was not.” – City of Glass 	Conflict and mystery straight out of the gate.



	“Mother died today.” – The Stranger 	Another blunt, strong conflict opening. 



	“Dr. Weiss, at forty, knew that her life had been ruined by literature.” – The Debut 	This begs many questions and introduces the character. We might find it difficult to picture how someone’s life can be ruined by literature, so we’re intrigued and want to read on to discover how it’s possible.



	“There was a boy called Eustace Clarence Scrubb, and he almost deserved it.” – The Voyage of the Dawn Treader 	Character introduction, and narrator’s voice is snarky. Also, a hint at Eustace’s character, which is intriguing. Why does he deserve it?
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