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Foreword
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Let’s say you’re a chimpanzee with a hunger for termites. You really want to eat some termites. You could try to reach into the nest and pull the bugs out, but your chimpanzee hands are too big and the termite tunnels are too small.

What you need is a tool. 

Whether you want to pound a nail or grate cheese, sometimes the best way to do a job is to first design a tool that helps you do the job quicker and more effectively. This guidebook is a tool for plotting crime stories.

Stories are also tools that perform tasks. They inform and entertain by exciting our emotions and intellect. And just like any tool, we need to understand their function before we can design them. 

Many books on plot and structure attempt to boil all stories down to a single framework, diagram, or equation. The result is often so vague that it is useless as a design tool because it ignores the specific functions that different genres perform. A thriller, for example, delivers different entertainment than a love story, and requires a different design process. 

Creating a plot-design tool begins by understanding the characteristics of the genre you are trying to plot.

The Plot Machine: Crime builds on the design principles of The Plot Machine with a particular focus on the crime genre. If you haven’t read The Plot Machine, do yourself a favor and pick up a copy. It presents the overall “forest” of story design, while this guide will detail the particular “tree” of crime.

Why crime? Because crime is one of the most popular genres in the story-telling industry. Crime is all around us. It covers the front pages of newspapers, the covers of magazines, and often leads every newscast. 

There is something primal about our fascination with crime, the people that commit it, and the people who arrest them. Just as we slow to a crawl when passing a car accident, we naturally seek the details of a crime. How did the crime happen? Who is responsible? How can things be set right? Did the criminal get away with it? How can we avoid the victim’s fate? Proposing such questions and providing the answers is the function of a crime story. 

Consider again our hungry chimpanzee: he could design a shovel to dig up that termite nest, but more calories would be burned reaching the termites than gained in eating them. So one design guideline for a termite-tool is low energy usage. Other requirements may be ease of use and manufacture. Our chimp has settled on a thin stick as a means of pulling tasty termites from their nest. Sticks are readily available, easy to use, and the termites do half the work by taking hold of the stick when it’s poked into their nest.

Story design is far more complex, but the goal is the same: find the most efficient means to satisfy the need. This guide will examine the unique needs of crime stories and explore the design process of each genre: caper, revenge, thriller, investigation, and legal.

Feel free to focus on your desired genre and skip the parts of less interest. Of course, plotting is a squishy business, with conventions of one genre mixing with those of another. In that regard, even writers who have no intention of writing in one genre may gain valuable insights by studying it.

Let’s get started.
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The Crime Genre
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Plot Design Review
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For those that haven’t read The Plot Machine, here’s a quick refresher course:

All stories are comprised of story elements—characters, goals, obstacles, events, etc. Some of these elements are physical, like a person or a buried treasure. Others are abstract, like the emotions that motivate a character, or temporal—like an action sequence that happens over a period of time. 

The difficulty of teaching story design is largely due to the intangible nature of these elements. A carpenter can pick up a hammer and nails to demonstrate the act of nailing pieces of wood together. A writer has a more difficult time showing why a character in a particular emotional state logically behaves in a certain way. 

The task of plot-design is not simply devising elements, but also the framework in which the elements are arranged. Over time, certain conventions for this framework have been established. For example, it is conventional for stories to have a beginning, middle, and end—roughly translated into three acts. The popularity of filmed stories and the resulting proliferation of screenwriting manuals, has popularized this three-act story structure. 

These acts typically contain the changing activities of  the main character as they work to reach a  goal. The first act introduces the hero and his/her normal life. The second act is occupied with the adventure of the endeavor. The third act holds the resolution in which the hero achieves his/her goal or fails to do so. 

––––––––
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Traditional Three-Act Structure

Act I

In which the hero is introduced 

and a compelling need established. 

Act II

In which the hero undertakes a unique

endeavor to achieve their goal.

Act III

In which the hero fails or succeeds.

––––––––
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THIS FRAMEWORK IS OFTEN illustrated as a diagram:
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Given that the endeavor provides the entertainment of the story, the second act is typically longer than either the first or third acts. Keep in mind that the total length of your story isn’t relevant, just that the proportions of each act are divided in this manner.

[image: Plot Crime Crime Acts2.jpg]

Take, for example, the framework of a classic slay-the-dragon story. Every culture has such a story. A monster attacks a peaceful village. A hero is needed to go and slay this monster. The framework could look like this:

[image: 3-Plot Crime Monster Framework.jpg]

As we will see, there are primary elements that define each act, and secondary elements that occur at the transition between acts. In Act I, the hero may reject the idea of attacking the monster. The monster might attack again, forcing the hero to take on this dangerous task. 

In Act II, the hero may gather allies or weapons, travel to the monster’s lair, and plan the attack. This endeavor fails in a  death moment that marks the transition to Act III. A resurrection moment takes the hero to the climax.

[image: Plot Crime Transitions.jpg]

The number of characters and plot threads can dictate a story’s framework. External factors such as the page-count of a novel or the time-constraints of a television program can also guide the design. Elements and frameworks vary according genre, but three design parameters influence every design: the story’s tone (comedy, drama, tragedy), its scale (epic or intimate) and its entertainment value (action, emotions, spectacle). 

Elements are arranged within the framework in sequences that relate to one another. These relationships give a story meaning, largely through a theme that illustrates the hero’s growth over the course of the story. Creating these sequences can be as frustrating—you can’t change one element without affecting several others. 

Efficient story design is a process of asking the right questions in the right order. Like an architect designing a building, the writer should design from a general idea to increasingly specific levels of detail. Don’t focus on the minutia of individual scenes until you have designed the overall framework and sequence of events.

The Plot Machine: Crime focuses on the unique design factors of crime stories. For example, while there are several conventional endeavors—quest, storm the castle, escape, subterfuge, prepare for battle, and empowered—crime stories almost always use a quest. Let’s take a look at the history and variety of the crime genre, paying special attention to their design requirements.

A History of Crime

CRIME IS A BIG TENT.

Just as 26 letters can make up countless words, the common elements of crime can be arranged to form an endless variety of stories. Crime encompasses Sherlock Holmes and James Bond, Perry Mason and the talented Mr. Ripley. There are crime stories for almost every taste and sensibility: Cozy Mysteries for the gentile, Procedurals for lovers of brain-teasers, and Hard-Boiled for fans of tough men and tougher dames.

It is little wonder that writers of many backgrounds and interests have found a comfortable home in crime. The format is at once familiar and also ripe for innovation and reinvention. Edgar Allen Poe is often credited with starting the modern era of crime fiction in the mid-1800’s with his character, C. August Dupin and stories like “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” Not surprisingly, the genre’s rise in popularity parallels the advent of professional law enforcement and judicial systems in the industrial world.

Great Britain was the first hotbed of crime fiction, fueled by the popularity of serialized fiction in popular magazines. Arthur Conan Doyles’ Sherlock Holmes debuted in 1887 and was the first of many popular sleuths from the United Kingdom. English writers, and Americans who quickly followed, established the hallmarks of the mystery genre, in which a crime is solved through intellectual deduction.

The 1920-30s are seen as the golden age of mystery fiction, led by the work of Agatha Christie. The template for such stories is rather consistent: a crime (often murder) is committed in a confined location such as a country house; a quirky detective interviews a handful of possible culprits; and the mystery is resolved in a climactic scene where all suspects gathered together and the detective identifies the guilty party and reveals how the crime was committed. The endeavor of such “whodunit” stories is an intellectual quest in which the detective interviews various suspects. The entertainment value is one of puzzle-solving, where the reader takes on the roll of the detective, evaluating the information and deducing fact from fiction. 

The mystery genre gained popularity in both the UK and America, even as the conventions became familiar and repetitious. By the 1930s, the epicenter of crime fiction had shifted to America. Prohibition and the Depression saw a rise in organized crime and the government agencies tasked to fight it. Readers saw a corresponding rise in fictional detectives who did much more than interview a manor-house full of suspects. Pulp magazines provided a steady diet of bare-knuckled private eyes and established the careers of Dashielle Hammett, Raymond Chandler, and Earl Stanley Gardiner.

The crime genre transitioned easily from print to radio and screens both large and small. Detectives investigating a crime each week became a staple of television. The nature of crime hooks the audience, the hero needs no motivation to pursue a new case each week (it’s their job), and their investigation is driven by the laudable goal of justice.

The crime genre has always reflected the culture around it. As the world became more interconnected in the jet-age of the 1950’s and 60’s, the international secret agent became a popular figure of crime fiction. Ian Fleming’s James Bond ushered in the era of jet-setting hero’s tasked with foiling the plans of equally daring villains. Later still, the culturally turbulent 1960’s and 70’s spawned the anti-hero Dirty Harry. The crime writers of today work in a handful of well-established and popular genres relating to the three main phases of a crime: the crime itself, the investigation, and the prosecution. 
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[image: image]


Crime Genres

MOST PEOPLE ARE LAW-abiding citizens. Our behavior is guided primarily by an internal sense of right and wrong. Perhaps this is why the breach of society’s laws can be so vicariously entertaining. Maybe there is a little criminal in all of us. Who hasn’t encountered an unjust law, or imagined circumstances that justify a crime, such as stealing a loaf of bread to feed a starving child? Whatever the case, stories of breaking the law have a long tradition.

Here are the primary crime genres:

Caper

CAPER STORIES PROVIDE the audience with a brief venture into the life of crime. These stories typically employ a  storm
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