What makes an effective story opening?

Beneath are the opening paragraphs of several stories. Read each opening and answer the following questions, using quotes to develop your answers:

1. What do we learn about the characters?

2. What do we learn about the setting?

3. Are there any unanswered questions?

4. What do you think will happen next? Explain why you think this.

1.

‘Honestly, Mrs Hadley,’ said Meggie McGregor, wiping her eyes. ‘That sense of humour of yours will be the death of me yet!’

Jasmine Hadley allowed herself a rare giggle. ‘The things I tell you, Meggie. It’s lucky we’re such good friends!’

Meggie’s smile wavered only slightly. She looked out across the vast lawn at Callum and Sephy. Her son and her employer’s daughter. They were good friends playing together. Real good friends. No barriers. No boundaries. Not yet anyway. It was a typical summer’s day, light and bright and, in the Hadley household anyway, not a cloud in their sky.

‘Noughts & Crosses’ by Malorie Blackman

2.

The primroses were over. Towards the edge of the wood, where the ground became open and sloped down to an old fence and a brambly ditch beyond, only a few fading patches  of pale yellow still showed among the dogs’s mercury and oak-tree roots. On the other side of the fence, the upper part of the field was full of rabbit-holes. In places the grass was gone altogether and everywhere there were clusters of dry droppings, through which nothing but the ragwort would grow. A hundred yards away, at the bottom of the slope, ran the brook, no more than three feet wide, half-chocked with king-cups, water-cress and blue brook-lime. The cart-track crossed by a brick culvert and climbed the opposite slope to a five-barred gate in the thorn hedge. The gate led into the lane. 

‘Watership Down’ by Richard Adams

3.

The sliding-door of the railway truck closed with a deafening clang. In Alice’s memory that sound was the start of the journey, although another half-hour passed before the train left. She felt Grandfather’s hand round her own – Grandfather’s familiar, big, dry hand. His hand was cold.

‘The Final Journey’ by Gudrun Pausewang
4.

It should be made clear from the start that Blart never wanted to be a hero. He had not been brought up on tales of bravery and courage in the face of overwhelming odds; he had been brought up on a pig farm. He had not read the myths and legends of the dim distant past where noble men and women gloriously chanced all for others; he had read his grandfather’s books which were mainly about diseases that pigs got. He had not learnt to ride a horse or to sword fight or to risk his life for the honour of a beautiful woman. He had learnt that if you want to catch a pig you sneak up on it from behind and take it by surprise.

‘Blart: The Boy Who Didn’t Want to Save the World’ by Dominic Barker
5.

The smell and noise and confusion of a hallway full of schoolboys can be quite awful at twenty past seven in the morning. The smell was the worst part – from this great disorderly mass rose the scent of sweat and sour breath and unwashed bodies, mixing with the two-hundred-year-old school odour of carbolic and floor polish.

Boys as a rule don’t notice bad smells, they’ve other things on their mind, but one boy did. He stood alone in the centre of all the chaos, while torrent of excited youth barged past him, and wished he were somewhere else. He wasn’t used to these crowds, these numbers, this noise, this smell.

‘Silverfin’ by Charlie Higson

