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LESSON 4: Starting in the Right Place 
 
In the previous lesson you where were working on your main character one of the things you 

brainstormed about was what the character wanted, her overall story goal. When trying to figure 

out where to start your story, that character's overall story goal plays an important role.  

 

Because now the question to ask, after you know what she wants, is "Why now?" Why is this 

goal so important right this moment. Why wasn't it important yesterday, a month ago, a year 

ago? The answer to this question will help you pinpoint where your story should start, because 

this is your story's Inciting Incident. That moment that takes your character's day from ordinary 

to extraordinary. 

 

Your character is going along in her regular life when suddenly bang! Something happens. A 

major shake-up in her life.  

 

That something is what not only starts your story, but also what sets in motion your character's 

desire for whatever that story goal is. She didn't want it yesterday, because yesterday this 

"something" hadn't happened yet. Now it has, a story problem has appeared and and she's being 

forced her to make a decision about how to solve that problem and move in the direction of that 

goal.  

 

In some cases, the main character may have thought about the goal prior to the inciting incident, 

but it's the incident itself that makes the character actually DO something about it now.  

 

For example, a woman who's in love with her best friend. They may have been like this for years, 

since their childhood even, and she's always dreamed that maybe one day... Now suddenly he 

comes to her and says he's going to propose to another woman. Yikes! That's an inciting incident, 

all right. If the main character doesn't do something quick, she's about to lose the man she loves. 

So now she acts on her story goal, which is to stop him from marrying the wrong person and get 

him to realize that she's the right person. 

 

Ideally, your inciting incident should happen within the first Act of the story, which in terms of 

chapter lengths is usually about the first three chapters, or first 1/3 of the book. Most inciting 

incidents happen in the first chapter, but in some books, the author takes longer to show the 

main character's "ordinary world" before the major shake-up because it's particularly interesting 

or it's a stark contrast to what comes later, or because it plays a vital role in the overall plot.  

 

There's no "rule" to say an inciting incident must happen by page X, but keep in mind that 

anything that happens before this incident is not really "the story" yet. The story, your main 

character's journey to become a better person, etc. starts with the incident. So, you need to look 

carefully at what comes before and make sure it needs to be there, that it's not just back story that 

could be otherwise woven in piece by piece in later chapters as the information becomes 

necessary to know.  
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Writing character back story is important for YOU the author to know so that you fully 

understand your character, which is why you did the exercise in the previous lesson, but not all 

of that text necessarily needs to appear in the book verbatim.  A little bit can go a long way. 

Homework 
 

1. Describe your main character's "ordinary life"--job, family, hobbies. 

 

2. Review your main character's GMC, particularly the Goal and Motivation. 

 

3. Ask "Why now?" about the goal. What happened that made this goal so vital, so urgent? 

 

4. Identify your story's "inciting incident" and jot down some notes about what you think 

might happen in that scene.  

 

Consider what story questions the incident might raise and what sort of dilemma it poses 

for your main character. What's the story problem that your character must solve? (Note: 

a dilemma is a type of problem where the solutions seem to just add another problem to 

mix and there is no clear solution at first.).  

 

 

Post to the loop a brief description (a paragraph or so) of your story's "Inciting Incident" and 

how your character's story goal originates from this incident. 

 

 


