
The First-Novel Finisher's Kit 

A quick word before you start 
I'm Quentin. I've been a copywriter for 45 years, and right now I've got two books of my own on 
the go, so I know the exact feeling you're sitting with: a story you believe in, and no clear way to 
turn it into a finished book. 

Nobody fails their first novel because they can't write. They fail because the notes end up 
scattered across notebooks, a laptop, and perhaps a phone, so the momentum dies, and the 
characters become so boring we lose the plot! 

This kit shows you how to deal with it. Use the kit with a notebook, a spreadsheet, whatever you 
already have open. I built a tool called ClearARC to deal with mine, and I'll come back to that at 
the end, but you don't need it to get real value from a single page of what follows. 

Let's plan a book. 

Part 1: The one-page plan (do this first) 
Before you touch chapters, you need five lines. If you can't fill these in, no amount of chapter 
planning will rescue the book, so start here: 

1.​ Premise in one sentence. "A [character] must [goal], or else [what's at stake]." One 
sentence. If it needs two, keep refining and cutting until it's one simple sentence. 

2.​ What your hero wants. The outer goal: the thing they're openly chasing. 
3.​ What your hero needs. The inner truth they're missing. The gap between the want and 

the need is the story. 
4.​ What stands in the way. Your antagonist or obstacle. The harder it pushes back, the 

better the book. 
5.​ How they end up changed. Write the last-page version of your hero now. You're not 

locked to it, but you should always know where you're headed to. 

Keep it to one page. If it won't fit on one page, you don't understand it well enough yet, and 
that's fine, that's just the next bit of work. 

Part 2: Four turning points that hold a novel up 
Forget complicated act structures for a first novel. You need four load-bearing beats, and 
everything else hangs off them: 



●​ The hook (around 10%). Ordinary life breaks and the story actually begins. 
●​ The commitment (around 25%). Your hero can no longer walk away. The door shuts 

behind them. 
●​ The midpoint (around 50%). Everything they believed gets turned over, a false win or a 

false defeat. Nail this and the dreaded saggy middle disappears. 
●​ The crisis (around 75%). The lowest point, where the want and the need finally collide 

and your hero has to choose. 

Add the ending after those four and you've got something solid to aim at. Write them on a card 
and pin it above your desk. 

Part 3: The chapter-planning grid (this is the finisher) 
This is the part that actually gets first novels finished. One row per chapter, five columns. I've 
laid it out below so it fits on this page, just place the column headers horizontally (not vertically 
as below) and fill in the details under each one for each chapter. 

Column The question it answers 

Chapter / 
POV 

Whose eyes are we behind? 

Goal What does this character want in THIS chapter? 

Conflict What stops them? (No conflict? Cut the chapter.) 

Turn What's different by the end? A chapter that finishes where it started is dead 
weight. 

Feeds the arc Which step of the want-to-need journey does this move forward? 

Do ten to twenty rows and you can see your entire book before you've written a line of prose. 
You'll catch the flat chapters, the missing conflict, and the character who quietly vanishes for 
eighty pages, before any of it costs you three months of wasted time. 



Part 4: The seven basic plots (a cheat sheet) 
Almost every story ever told sits on one of seven shapes. Christopher Booker spent thirty-odd 
years making that argument; you can borrow it in an afternoon. Find the one closest to your idea 
and you've got an instant scaffold. 

1.​ Overcoming the Monster. The hero faces a great threat and defeats it. (Jaws, Dracula, 
most thrillers.) 

2.​ Rags to Riches. An overlooked person rises, loses it all, and earns it back wiser. 
(Cinderella, Great Expectations.) 

3.​ The Quest. Hero and companions set out for a distant goal against mounting obstacles. 
(The Lord of the Rings.) 

4.​ Voyage and Return. The hero falls into a strange world, is tested, and comes home 
changed. (Alice in Wonderland, The Wizard of Oz.) 

5.​ Comedy. Confusion and misunderstanding tangle everyone up, then untangle happily. 
(Not jokes, think Pride and Prejudice or any rom com for that matter - even Airplane! Has 
its love interest.) 

6.​ Tragedy. A fatal flaw drives the hero to a fall. (Macbeth, Breaking Bad.) 
7.​ Rebirth. A hero trapped in darkness is redeemed, often through love. (A Christmas 

Carol, Beauty and the Beast.) 

Two rules worth knowing: Rule 1) Most strong novels run one main plot with a second one 
moving subtly underneath. Rule 2) Knowing rule 1 is exactly what lets you break that rule on 
purpose (as long as you're aware of rule 1, you can happily ditch the second plot or add a third 
one if it makes sense to do so). 

Where this tends to fall apart (and what I did about it) 
I didn't finish my early attempts either, and it was never the writing that beat me. It was three 
things: 

●​ Scattered notes. Plan in a notebook, draft in Word, character notes on my phone. 
Eventually I forgot where I'd put things and gave up. 

●​ Lost momentum. Life interrupts for a week, you come back cold, and you've no idea 
where you were or what came next. 

●​ Boring character arcs. The want-to-need journey looks perfect on the one-page plan, 
but slowly disappears because I forgot to track it. 

So I built the tool I wish I'd had. ClearARC keeps the plan, the chapters, the characters and the 
timeline in one place. The grid above becomes a living board, your four turning points sit right 
beside the chapters they belong to, and it nudges you when a character arc goes quiet so you 
can fix it long before a reader ever notices. This keeps everything in view so momentum is 
never broken. 



You can still run every page of this kit on paper though. Knowing the pitfalls above is vital 
though. 

Try it on your own story 
If you'd like to watch the grid (called the timeline in ClearARC) and the seven-plot scaffolding 
run live on the book that's already in your head, start a free trial at arc.cleararc.online. Plan it, 
write a chapter, and see whether it keeps you moving. If it does, stay. If it doesn't, you walk 
away with the plan, and that's yours to keep. 

Now do yourself a huge favour and go write the thing. Then keep grinding - a messy first draft 
beats a perfect idea every time. 

Quentin 
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