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Skills you’ll acquire today

01 “X-ray vision”

03 How to analyze any chapter opening fast

02 How to write the 5 major chapter openings
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Developing X-Ray
Vision



What is X-ray vision?

• X-ray vision is the ability to look at a page of fiction 

and instantly spot techniques the author used. 

• Studying fiction is about pattern recognition. 

• You can replicate patterns in 

your work, using your own words.
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But first: read the 1%

Who You Should Look For Why?

#1 NY Times Bestsellers 
(multiple times)

Millions of readers can’t be 
wrong. 

More than 5 books published This means they are 
practitioners of the craft.

Contemporary (active between 
1980-today)

They’re writing using current 
writing techniques that will 
resonate with today’s readers.

An author in your subgenre 
(optional)

This will help you target 
techniques that work for your
readers.

Studying mega-bestsellers can help you acquire X-ray vision quickly.
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Why the 1%?

• The mega-bestsellers have mastered writing to the 

point that they make it look simple. 

• We can study their simplicity.

• Everything they do is intentional. 
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Let’s acquire X-ray vision…
This represents ~450 words 
of fiction (1st person POV). 

Part 1 (~150 words): Character 
is describing the current 
situation. 

Part 2 (~150 words): Character 
describing a new setting.

A transition sentence

Part 3 (~150 words): Setting 
descriptions cont’d, with a final 
transition into the story.

Notice the plethora of sensory 
details throughout the page.
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Another example of x-ray vision

Part 1: A basic few details to 
ground the character in the scene. 

Transition: Someone speaks to 
the hero unexpectedly.

Part 2: Description of a new 
character (an important 
supporting character).

Part 3: Characters converse.

Key Lessons:
• Rather than sensory detail, 

the character introduction 
is the star of this opening. 

• The flavor of this opening 
is much different than the 
previous example. 
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Some caveats
• Use these patterns as starting points and season them to taste 

depending on the variables above.

• Never copy another author’s words. Focus only on the pattern.

• The execution of these patterns is dependent on many variables:

• Your genre

• Your subject matter

• What’s happening in your story

• Pacing

• Where in your story you are

• And more
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Chapter Openings
(and How to X-Ray Them)



Why openings are important

• Chapter openings get your chapter started.

• If you can’t hook a reader with your opening, you 

can’t hook them at all. 

• Mega bestseller chapter openings are easy to study; 

therefore, we can study them to learn how to master 

our openings.  
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The “Standard” Opening

• This is the most common type of opening, and it has endless 

variations.

• The sensory details are the “stars” in the Standard Opening. When 

done right, there are usually somewhere between 15-30 rich details.

• See Appendix for more information on sensory details.

• Each block in this image represents an element of the craft. Notice 

how the author layers the different elements together.

A character in a setting, with a problem, with 

rich sensory details (~400-600 words).

Example is from The Man from St. Petersburg by Ken Follet, Chapter 1
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Standard 
Opening 
Example
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Clue #2: An abundance 
of sensory details

zzz
Clue #1: Hero in a setting, 
with a problem

Clue #3: Turn of thought 
that transitions into 
action/plot movement



Key factors to consider with Standard Openings

• If Yes, you can get away with fewer details. 

• If No, you have a lot more work to do to help the 
character understand the setting.  

Has the character 
been in the setting 

before?

• If Yes, you can get away with fewer details. 

• If No, you have a lot more work to do to immerse 
the reader in the setting. 

Has the reader been 
to the setting before?

• If earlier, spend more time setting up your 
openings. 

• If later, keep in mind other important variables 
like plot points, pacing, etc.

Where in the novel is 
the chapter located?
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Standard Opening Variations

Examples from Vision in White by Nora Roberts, Chapter 2 (left) and Odd Thomas by Dean Koontz, Chapter 24 (right)

Narrative
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Dialogue

Char. Voice

Color Key
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Standard Opening best practices

• Standard openings are ~400-600 words.

• Use rich sensory details in your openings, but…

• …the mega-bestsellers “break up” sensory details 

with dialogue, character details, etc. to avoid 

fatiguing the reader.

• Let the sensory details

 happen organically.

Example is from Sword Catcher by Cassandra Clare, Prologue

18



The “Abstract” Opening

• Abstract openings are almost always the narrator (or viewpoint 

character) “telling” the reader a series of events or facts.

• They slow down the story, but they are a fantastic time 

management device that should be in your toolbox.

• They (almost) always end with a transition into an actual scene 

(hero in a setting with a problem). 

• Note the relative absence of sensory details, but the more you 

can weave in, the more engaging you can make it. This requires 

creativity.

A chapter that begins with “abstract” narrative but 

gradually sharpens into a scene (~400-800 words).

Example is from 16 Lighthouse Road by Debbie Macomber, Chapter 1
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Abstract 
Opening 
Example
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Clue #2: The details go on 
for about 400-800 words

Clue #1: Begins with a long  
series of events or facts 
about the story or world

Clue #3: Few sensory details, 
if any (but not always)



Abstract Opening best practices

• Abstract openings can range from 400-800 words, 

sometimes longer. The key is to be engaging.  

• Mega bestsellers often follow abstract openings with 

another opening type to keep the reader immersed. 

Example is from The Boys from Biloxi by John Grisham, Chapter 5
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The “Cold” Opening

• Cold openings often begin with dialogue but can also begin with 

narrative or action. 

• They often occur after a setting has already been established, so 

the reader is already immersed. 

• Cold openings speed up the story. 

• Don’t forget sensory details; while you don’t need as many, don’t 

let the reader stop seeing the story. 

A chapter that just begins with little to no 

explanation of setting or situation. It just 

starts/continues.

Example is from The 6:20 Man by David Baldacci, Chapter 34
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Cold 
Opening 
Example
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Clue #2: The story 
continues with very little 
lead-up unlike in a 
Standard Opening

Clue #1: Often begins with 
dialogue (but not always)



The “Voice” Opening

• Voice openings are cornerstones of the 1st person POV. They’re 

often the character pausing to comment on the current situation. 

• Voice openings are often followed by a Standard Opening or 

Cold Opening depending on if the setting has been established.

• Voice openings are great ways to infuse personality and connect 

with the reader. 

• Sensory details are always a good idea when you can. 

A chapter that begins with the viewpoint 

character talking to the reader (~400-600 words).

Example is from Fool Moon by Jim Butcher, Chapter 17
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Chapter Openings Recap

Standard

Character, setting, 

problem

Rich in sensory details 

to immerse readers

Cold

The events just start; 

few sensory details

Often begins with 

dialogue

Voice

Character talking to 

the reader

Often done in the 1st 

person POV

Abstract

Summary of relevant 

events or facts

Narrative evolves into 

a scene

Character*

Slight variation on the 

others

Contains a character 

introduction
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* See Appendix for details on this opening.



Your next steps

• In your next writing session, pay attention to your 

next chapter opening. 

• Use this presentation to improve your openings.

• Read mega-bestselling novels to reinforce what 

we’ve covered today. The goal is subconscious 

mastery of these opening types. 
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Skills you’ve acquired today

01 “X-ray vision”

03 How to analyze any chapter opening fast

02 How to write the 5 major chapter openings
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Thank You
Michael@authorlevelup.com

Slides available at:
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Appendix



Mega-bestseller sensory comparisons

Sense Grisham Koontz Roberts Average

Sight 54% 71% 62% 62%

Sound 21% 10% 12% 15%

Touch/Texture 25% 19% 6% 15%

Smell 0% 0% 0% 0%

Taste 0% 0% 20% 8%

Let’s look at some early chapter comparisons of standard openings from the 1%. This 
table represents the number of details used and the percentage of each sense.

Books used: A Time to Kill by John Grisham (Chapter 3), After Death by Dean Koontz (Chapter 1), 
Nightwork by Nora Roberts (Chapter 4). These were the first standard openings in each book. 
This table represents roughly the first 500 words of the chapter. Note that the absence of smell 
details is not typical; taste is also overrepresented.
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Mega-bestseller sensory comparisons (cont’d)

Sense Grisham Koontz Roberts Average

Sight 13 15 21 16

Sound 5 2 4 4

Touch/Texture 6 4 2 4

Smell 0 0 0 0

Taste 0 0 7 2

Total 24 21 34 26

Raw numbers analysis. This table represents the approximate count of sensory details (not scientific).
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Practical Standard Opening Variations

The Standard Opening is one of your most versatile tools. Here are some practical variations on it that you can use 
that we didn’t have time to go into in the workshop. These just rules of thumb, not prescriptive must-dos.

• The Standard Opening: ~400-600 words. Hero in a setting with a problem, with rich sensory details. 

• The Abbreviated Standard: ~50-400 words. Hero in a familiar setting with a problem, with rich sensory details. 
Since the reader is already familiar with the setting, you can get away with fewer details, but make sure the 
details you use are solid. 

• The Extended Standard: ~600-1200 words. Hero in multiple settings, with multiple problems. In an Extended 
Standard, the hero usually goes from one setting to another, usually from familiar to unfamiliar or vice versa. It’s 
best to think about this opening as two Standard Openings stacked on top of each other. Then, at the end of the 
second Standard, pick up the story. The key is to use great sensory details, distinguish the two settings, and layer 
your sensory details to avoid reader fatigue. You could consider using two different forms entirely to keep things 
interesting. For a great example of this, read Chapter 5 of Pacific Vortex! by Clive Cussler.
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The “Character” Opening

• Character openings are (often) just slight variations on 

everything that has come before. 

• If a chapter opening contains an introduction to a key 

character, then it is a character opening. Examples:

• Standard Opening with a Character Intro

• Abstract Opening with a Character Intro

• And so on.

A chapter that serves to introduce a character 

(~400-600 words depending on the situation).

Narrative

Sensory Details

Char. Details

Dialogue

Char. Voice

Color Key

Standard Opening / Sensory Details

Narrative

Character Introduction

Example is from the 6:20 Man by David Baldacci, Chapter 1
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The “Block” Char. Intro

• This translates somewhere around 15-30 details when done 
right, or around 150-300 words. 

• If more than 15 details or 150 words are needed, then break it 
up with another element (narrative, dialogue, action) and then 
do another block. 

• If you’re going over 300 words, think twice. 

• “Block” does not mean long and boring! The laws of pacing 
and paragraphing still apply. 

In this character introduction, the author gives the 
reader a good detail of character details in a “block.”

Example is based on The 6:20 Man by David Baldacci (Chapter 1)

Sensory Details

Narrative
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