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Preface

T
his book grew out of an experiment undertaken at several 
workshops and conferences to discover how much useful 
critical commentary and helpful feedback could be extracted 

from a single page, the first, of works-in-progress. The experiment was 
first performed at the New York Round Table Writer’s Conference 
at the General Society of Mechanics and Tradesmen Library in 
Manhattan, whose main reading room soars to three stories topped 
by a magnificent skylight. I asked participants there to submit — in 
advance, anonymously — the first pages of their works-in-progress to 
form a pool from which they’d be drawn at random and discussed.

More than twenty authors paticipated, joining me in the large 
room packed with people. Since the submissions were anonymous, 
none of us knew which faces in the crowd belonged to which pages 
under scrutiny. One by one I selected them from the pool, with 
copies made available to audience members. Together we listened 
as the first pages were read out loud. Then I gave my comments and 
opened the floor to discussion.

The experiment could not have been more successful. As 
expected, nearly all of the first pages raised concerns that opened 
up broader areas of discussion. I got the sense — as did everyone in 
that room — that most if not all of the challenges pertaining to many 
of the works-in-progress were there in those first pages, that much of 
what those authors needed to hear they heard that afternoon, enough 
to guide them toward a next draft of the entire work. 

Since that first experiment I’ve conducted other “First Page 
Workshops,” mostly at Antioch University’s Graduate Creative Writ-
ing Program in Culver City, Los Angeles. I also started a blog called 
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“Your First Page” to which authors were invited to submit first pages 
of works-in-progress for analysis. More than a hundred authors 
contributed pages.

My purpose with this book is to offer you the chance to take 
part in an extended first-page workshop from which you may draw 
inspiration, ideas, wisdom, and perhaps a few warnings and sugges-
tions with respect to your own works-in-progress. 

So many things happen on the first page of a book. There, within a 
paragraph or two, and sometimes even within the first sentence, a bond 
is formed between reader and writer, one that will endure — hope-
fully — for as many pages as the work is long. 

That bond is established in a number of ways. At the simplest 
level, it is the same — or very similar to — the bond formed between 
two people when one speaks to the other for the first time. If you are 
walking down a city street and someone walking the other direction 
stops you and says, “Excuse me, can you please tell me the time?” 
in that instant, however briefly and tentatively, a bond is formed 
between you and this total stranger who demands your attention; 
it is up to you to decide whether and how much attention you’re 
willing to provide him or her. If you happen to know the time, you’ll 
probably extend the bond (and your courtesy) accordingly; if not, 
you’ll excuse yourself and continue on your way. On the other hand, 
had the same stranger said to you, “Hey, you! Gimme a thousand 
bucks!” odds are that you’d have kept walking.

In a similar way, authors make demands upon their readers. 
When a reader picks up a book or opens a magazine to an essay or 
short story, she opens herself to this interaction with a perfect stranger. 
Rather than meet on a street, author and reader agree to meet on 
a page. Once that initial invitation has been accepted, from that 
point on it’s entirely up the author to establish that bond and make 
it endure throughout the length of the work. 

Though authors may make all kinds of demands on readers 
(“Do you have the time?” “Gimme a thousand bucks!”), readers owe 
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authors nothing. Unless the reader is being paid to write a review, or 
the book is an assignment for a literature or creative writing class, the 
only thing compelling readers to keep reading is what’s there on the 
page. And what’s there on the first page is all that compels them to 
read the second page, and so on. 

How is this bond established between writer and reader? 
First, by engaging the reader’s empathy by means of a human 

voice speaking a shared language. When people speak to us, we tend 
to listen. This is no less true with strangers than it is with those we 
know and love. Often strangers command as much or more attention 
than loved ones. Excuse me, but can you tell me the time? Our shared 
human nature compels us to pay attention to each other, at least to 
where we can be fairly sure we want nothing to do with this person 
whose voice has reached out to us (Gimme a thousand bucks!). Up 
to that moment, and as long as the voice that reaches out to us is 
human and not that of a machine or a tape recording, since we’re 
human too, we are likely to pay attention.

So, the first rule for engaging and establishing a bond with your 
reader: speak in their language and with a human voice. That sounds 
easy and obvious. It’s neither. Of hundreds of stories I read every year 
from my students, for every one whose first sentence appeals to me 
with a human voice, others assail me with mannerisms, pretensions, 
shock tactics — i.e., with the voice of an overeager writer writing. 
As hard as it is to ignore a human voice (Can you please tell me the 
time?), nothing is easier to resist than the sound of a writer writing.

But many other things can go wrong on that first page, errors result-
ing in confusion, frustration, or a blurry, imprecise experience for the 
reader. Those countless manuscripts that editors reject daily? They’re 
all being rejected for the same reason: for having failed — somehow, 
at some level — to successfully bond with their readers. 

Another reason for that failed bond: the lack of a mediating or fil-
tering agency or authority arbitrating between the author (who only 
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knows about the story and its characters) and the story itself. In works 
of fiction especially — but also in nonfiction narratives — there needs 
to be such an entity or agent. In other words, a narrator. 

I hear you say to yourself, Of course a story has a narrator: how 
can it not have a narrator? Yet as you’ll see in many of the pages 
that follow, stories often lack this vital agency or filter. What we get 
instead is an author taking over or intruding or trying to intrude into 
the world of his or her story, presenting us with unfiltered informa-
tion about the characters and their situations and the settings they 
inhabit, rather that injecting us directly into their world through 
the agency of a narrator, so as to give us  not information about an 
experience, but the experience itself. Whether they realize it or not, 
readers of stories (fiction or nonfiction) don’t want information; 
they want experiences. 

Creating and engaging a proper narrator: that is the second big 
thing that goes right or wrong within the first page.

Establishing viewpoint, controlling diction, grounding readers in 
setting, action, and scene, pinpointing the inciting incident of a story, 
engaging and perpetuating plot, setting-up and paying-off moments, 
knowing when to obey and when to flout conventions, differentiating 
between events and routine, descriptions and opinions, conclusions 
and the evidence from which they are drawn, between authenticity 
and clichés, between style and mannerisms — all these things matter. 
And they matter starting from the first page of a book or a story.

One problem with so many writing books is that they fail to provide 
authentic examples of less-than-successful writing; some present 
made-up examples so obviously contrived as to be ludicrous. Here 
you’ll find genuine first pages by actual authors.

There’s this advantage too of analyzing and working from real 
first pages of works-in-progress: instead of offering up generalizations 
about how things should be written, or asking writers to mirror 
and learn from examples of published works, readers of this book 
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become part of the creative process, one that asks, “What are the 
particular issues raised by this piece of writing; what does it contract 
to do; what promises does it hold out; how are those promises met or 
broken? According to the terms it establishes, how is this first page 
working, or isn’t it? If not, why not?” 

Thus generalizations are avoided, and the non-specific “how to 
write” becomes “how to extrapolate general principles and specific 
remedies from concerns raised by particular pieces of writing.” It’s 
up to you to extrapolate as you see fit.

Before we proceed, a few last words about guide books like this one, 
and the business of giving and getting critical feedback. Criticism 
of creative work, work into which an artist has potentially invested 
not only her heart and spirit, but years of labor, is risky business. 
Emotions run high; feelings get hurt. Telling an author, “Check your 
ego at the door,” is easy. Doing so — for the author — isn’t. 

It’s also true that any artist who submits to criticism too easily, 
taking every word of praise or censure to heart and amending her 
work accordingly, will probably end up with something that tries to 
please everyone and pleases no one. At some point we have to hold 
tight to our visions.

On the other hand, those who pay no attention to their critics 
are as likely to lose out in the end. Assuming they have any desire 
to reach an audience with their words, and assuming that audience 
consists of people outside of family and friends, sooner or later their 
work will be subjected to the judgments of strangers. If sooner, they’ll 
have recourse in revision; if later, they’ll have a pile of rejection slips.1 

Each author must find the right balance between receptivity 
and mulishness. It helps too to know which opinions are worth 
listening to. But before you dismiss every opinion offered by me in 
this book, I ask only that you consider what I have to say, that it be 
food for thought. 

1.  For an insider’s view of how one editor reads and how literary works get rejected, 
read “Confessions of a Cranky Lit-Mag Editor” at the back of this book.
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Whatever choices you end up making for your work, if you 
make them thoughtfully, you will have every chance of succeeding.

May this book help you make the right choices for your first 
pages, and all the pages that follow.


