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Welcome back to Start a Book in 5 Easy Steps.

I’m Patricia Simpson.
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Step 5 is the most interactive step. In this step, you will learn how to test drive your book idea using power drills and a 
plot paradigm. 

At this point, you have a pretty good idea what your book is about. But is your issue big enough to last through a book? 
Do your characters complement each other enough to provide enough conflict to sustain an entire novel? These are 
questions you should ask yourself. 

This lesson will allow you to explore the elements of your idea before you commit too much time to actual writing.

© Patricia Simpson | http://patriciasimpson.com



Goals of this lesson are to…

Use power drills to get to know your characters.

Come up with twenty things that could happen.

Pace your novel by using a plotting paradigm.
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There is no better way to get to know your characters and your story than doing a few writing drills. Power drills, I call 
them. This exercise will focus on seminal scenes between your main characters. These three scenes will likely occur in 
your book, so it’s a good way to test your character statements and how the characters interact because of their personal 
beliefs. These are 5 minute scenes. The scenes should contain conflict and tension (as should most of your scenes.). 
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How do the drills work? Each drill will have a five minute timer. When the timer 

ends, you should stop writing. The drill isn’t meant to produce perfect prose. It’s 

meant for exploration only. 

Concentrate on dialogue. Contentious dialog. Or the more psychological dialogue 

that’s true to life, where the character thinks one thing and says exactly the 

opposite.

When the timer ends, you can use the print button to save your work. This 

program will also keep your prose for the next time you come back to the drill. 

Just don’t click the Retry button or you will lose your work.

You can skip the drill by clicking the submit button. But I urge you to test drive 

your idea now to save time later.
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The first power drill centers around the First Encounter, or as screenwriters call it 
“The Cute Meet.” This is the moment the two main characters meet each other on 
the page. Think about this meeting. It should burst off the page and occur very 
early on in your book. If these two characters have different views in regard to the 
story statement, then when they meet they will already be in conflict. (Because 
your story statement should be front and center from page one.) Dip into your 
arsenal of conflict tools. Use your characters’ different viewpoints in regard to the 
story statement. Use their opposing character statements to fire their thoughts 
and limitations.
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The second power drill centers around the first deflection. This is the moment one 

character “softens” or reaches out, but the other character pushes them away. In 

this scene, the two characters will most likely be talking about the story 

statement. One character will be trying to convince the other that the story 

statement can be compromised or they can come to a consensus about their 

differences. But the main character will be adamant about his view, and his 

stance will remain firm.
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Somewhere near the middle of your book, something drastic or magical should happen. This scene will spin the action of 
your book from one direction to another. Two cops will finally decide to start cooperating because a child has been 
kidnapped or a buddy has been shot. Or two people will discover that they have sexual chemistry that defies all logic and 
personal honor. This is the point where the first love scene occurs in a romance novel.

At the middle of your book, your characters will still be in major conflict, but this is the scene where your adamant 
character from the deflection scene begins to soften. This is where his view begins to shift. This is where his character 
statement starts to crumble or change and his view of the world and others takes a major shift.

Keep your characters in check here, though. They don’t go all out until the end of the book. Your characters will still be 
holding back from each other here. This is just the middle of the arc, where they can look back and see how far they’ve 
come, but we’re only half way there.
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How did you do? I love doing the power drills. A book idea can coalesce in just 15 

minutes. Even better, I often end up using a version of what I wrote in the power 

drills in my actual novel.

I always do one more writing drill before I start a book. And it’s the really fun 

drill…
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You have probably heard the advice that your villain shouldn’t be a cardboard 

character. It’s easy for a bad guy to morph into an evil psychopath with no 

feelings, no conscience and no past. But everyone has feelings. Even villains 

started out being nice little kids. So what made them go bad? Or what is making 

them oppose our hero? There has to be something: some real, human motivation 

behind the mask.

Get into the head of your villain by writing a journal entry in the antagonist’s voice. 

This will help you get a handle on how you want the antagonist to sound in 

dialogue as well. He might talk in flowery language. He might never use complete 

sentences. He might have a weird tick that alienates him from others. This is your 

chance to explore one of your most important characters. Give him some love!
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It’s break time. Seriously. You’ve done a lot of work in this lesson.

So run a bath. Get a beer or a cup of coffee. Go sit by the pool with your cat and 

a pad and pencil. When you’re relaxed and ready, let’s do 20 Things.
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Write down twenty scenes that you think could possibly happen in your story. 

Don’t get bogged down in details. Just write twenty short sentences, like:

Hero breaks leg while saving a dog.

Cousin throws a disastrous surprise party.

Horse wins Kentucky Derby.

Cop visits dying partner in hospital.

Don’t edit yourself. This is a brainstorming session. ANYTHING can happen at 

this point. Just write it down. The more out there or fantastic, the better.

Create this list on a piece of paper that you can refer to later.  

When you are done with your 20 things, let’s do something with your list…
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…We’re going to hang your 20 Things on a plotting paradigm.

When I start a book, if I ever DO skip a planning step, I never skip this one. It’s 

my book’s roadmap. The plotting paradigm.  
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The plotting paradigm is a framework that screenwriters use. This framework will 

help keep your book on track, so you don’t spend too much time on set-up and 

backstory or too much time on the resolution. The paradigm shows you where 

important scenes should occur during the timeline of your book. If you know how 

many words you are writing, you can split your book into word count sections on 

this framework, and then see where you are in your novel, and if you need to 

adjust scenes or delete stuff. (Delete stuff, you say? Yes, delete. It’s gonna 

happen.)
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I put my major scenes on this framework, so I know how to pace myself when I’m 

writing. For instance, I know the first major love scene should land in the middle 

of my book. If my book is 100,000 words, I know the love scene should occur 

somewhere around 50,000 words. If it occurs at 25,000 words, I know something 

is wrong with the pacing of my story. 

Either I go back and add scenes to the beginning, or I step away and consider the 

type of book I’m writing. Maybe my novel is a category book after all. Maybe the 

premise can’t be sustained for 100,000 words. Maybe this book should only be 

55,000 words. For a shorter, category type of book, the love scene is exactly in 

the right place, and my writer instincts are spot on.
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The one thing you DON’T want to do is add fluff. Don’t pad a novel to make it a 

certain length. Every scene you write should be essential. Every scene should 

move the plot forward and pertain to the issue.  What I’m saying is, don’t write 

fluff so your book fits a paradigm.
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Here’s an example of a plotting paradigm for The Wizard of Oz. I’m basing this 

paradigm on a typical set-up for a book of 100,000 words.

The oval at the middle is the important scene at the midpoint. This is the scene 

that sets the action moving in a different direction. This is the place where the 

characters start to change their views. As you can see in this example, the 

midpoint is where Dorothy and her team are told by the wizard that they will have 

to do things for themselves if they want to change their lives. It’s tough to hear. 

But the team sets out on their quest. The direction of the story changes (as does 

their hair). During the second half of the story, the team meets all kinds danger, 

and learns to value themselves and others.

The two green circles are the turning points at the beginning of the story and the 

end. The one at the beginning starts the story rolling. This is the day the world 

changes for the main character. The one at the end is what we call the dark 

moment, when all seems lost.

The two black squares are points when important pivotal scenes should happen. 

The first black square might be the first deflection.  In The Wizard of Oz, this is 

where Dorothy’s house kills the Wicked Witch of the East, and the Wicked Witch 
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of the West shows up, demanding restitution. Dorothy is faced with the 

responsibility of her actions, with no adult to turn to this time. We think Dorothy is 

is REAL trouble until the Good Witch shows up and shoos the wicked witch away. 

At this point, Dorothy still thinks other people have all the answers. But the 

shadow of responsibility is never far away as the wicked witch hovers over her 

crystal ball throughout the film. 

I don’t know about you, but the Wicked Witch of the West scared me silly when I 

was a kid.

The second square will probably be a deflection as well, or a perceived betrayal. 

Something that pivots the story.

Think of these scenes as essential points. If one of them were missing, the story 

wouldn’t work.

When you are done looking at this slide, click the Next button or arrow.
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We could spend an entire day working on plot and the plotting paradigm. I’m 

giving it to you here as a tool to explore at your leisure. We won’t go into it in 

much detail.

Use the link to download the paradigm. Print it out.  Then hang your twenty things 

on it.

Start a Book in 5 Easy Steps - by Patricia Simpson | Step 1 | Book Type

© Patricia Simpson | http://patriciasimpson.com 22



Here’s a shot of a paradigm in progress for Gabriel’s Folly. I write vertically in 

pencil as I plan the action scenes of my novel. You can see where I am planning 

how the direction of the novel changes at the midpoint. This novel has a ton of 

characters. So this paradigm is for my two major players, Gabriel and Joanna.
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To help you along, I would add that I use a paradigm to track both my action 

scenes and my emotional scenes. I put the action scenes on the bottom and the 

emotional scenes on the top.  Your characters will interact with each other in 

relation to the action scenes, so this helps you keep a bird’s-eye view of your 

characters, too. Believe me, at some point, you’ll want a birds-eye view. 
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When you are deep in the writing of your novel, you will sometimes lose track of 

where you are. It’s nice to be able to refer back to your paradigm and see where 

you should be at word count 75,000. I like to visualize the plotting paradigm as 

the skyline of a city. The big scenes should stick out and line up just like the ones 

in this photo.
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So those are my 5 Easy Steps to starting a book. I hope you’ve found some ideas 

you can use in your own writing. Thank you for being a wonderful, creative 

human being. The world needs more authors!

Now go out there and write a bestseller!
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