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            THE TRUTH IS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. Leveling up your craft to write a story that lives long after you’ve left the planet is what some might call a ridiculous goal.

      

        

      
        2. You will not tell that story after reading just one how-to-write book.

      

        

      
        3. You will not tell that story as the result of taking one seminar.

      

        

      
        4. You know creating a timeless work of art will require the dedication of a world-class athlete. You will be training your mind with as much ferocity and single-minded purpose as an Olympic gold medal hopeful. That kind of cognitive regimen excites you, but you just haven’t found a convincing storytelling dojo to do that work.

      

        

      
        5. The path to leveling up your creative craft is a dark and treacherous one. You’ve been at it a long time, and it often feels like you’re wearing three-dimensional horse blinders. More times than you’d like to admit, you’re not sure if you’re moving north or south or east or west. And the worst part? You can’t see anyone else, anywhere, going through what you’re going through. You’re all alone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO THE STORY GRID UNIVERSE

          

          HERE'S HOW WE CONTEND WITH THOSE TRUTHS

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. We believe we find meaning in the pursuit of creations that last longer than we do. This is not ridiculous. Seizing opportunities and overcoming obstacles as we stretch ourselves to reach for seemingly unreachable creations is transformational. We believe this pursuit is the most valuable and honorable way to spend our time here. Even if—especially if—we never reach our lofty creative goals.

      

        

      
        2. Writing just one story isn’t going to take us to the top. We’re moving from point A to Point A5000. We’ve got lots of mountains to climb, lots of rivers and oceans to cross, and many deep dark forests to traverse along the way. We need topographic guides, and if they’re not available, we’ll have to figure out how to write them ourselves.

      

        

      
        3. We’re drawn to seminars to consume the imparted wisdom of an icon in the arena, but we leave with something far more valuable than the curriculum. We get to meet the universe’s other pilgrims and compare notes on the terrain.

      

        

      
        4. The Story Grid Universe has a virtual dojo, a university in which to work out and get stronger—a place to stumble, correct mistakes, and stumble again, until the moves become automatic and mesmerizing to outside observers.

      

        

      
        5. The Story Grid Universe has a performance space, a publishing house dedicated to leveling up the craft with clear boundaries of progress and the ancillary reference resources to pack for each project mission. There are an infinite number of paths to where you want to be, with a story that works. Seeing how others have made it down their own yellow-brick roads to release their creations into the timeless creative cosmos will help keep you on the straight and narrow path.

      

      

      All are welcome—the more, the merrier. But please abide by the golden rule:

      Put the work above all else, and trust the process.
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            HOW TO READ THE MURDER OF ROGER ACKROYD BY AGATHA CHRISTIE: A STORY GRID MASTERWORK ANALYSIS GUIDE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1. Buy a copy of the novel and enjoy it without worrying about any of the Story Grid stuff.

      

        

      
        2. Then, read each scene thinking about the Story Grid principles. Each scene is identified by a phrase that begins the scene and a phrase that ends the scene.

      

      

      
        
        a) At the conclusion of each scene is a section entitled Analyzing the Scene. By answering four Socratic questions, I’ll walk you through how to determine the critical information for the Story Grid Spreadsheet—Story Event and Value Shift.

      

        

      
        b) Another section I’ve included at the end of each scene is “How the Scene Abides by the Five Commandments of Storytelling.”

      

        

      
        For each and every scene in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, I indicate the Inciting Incident, Turning Point Progressive Complication, Crisis, Climax, and Resolution.

      

        

      
        For those unfamiliar with Story Grid’s Five Commandments of Storytelling, you can read about them in the book Story Grid 101 (free download on the Story Grid site), in The Story Grid: What Good Editors Know, or in articles about them on the site. Just access the “start here” or “resources” section of https://www.storygrid.com/ to read at your leisure.

      

        

      
        c) In addition to the Story Grid Spreadsheet for The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, you can view the Story Grid Foolscap and the actual Story Grid Infographic at https://www.storygrid.com/masterwork/The-Murder-of-Roger-Ackroyd/.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Why do we read Crime stories? And why do readers devour paperbacks with private eyes, cozy cat investigators, and amateur sleuths like Miss Marple? Why is Agatha Christie one of the best-selling authors of all time?

      We read Crime for the intrigue, but what does that mean? We want to solve the case before the detective does. To satisfy that puzzle-solving drive, we have to make sense of complicated matters, and perhaps even escape the complications in our own lives for systematic, clue-based problems.

      More specifically, when the detective exposes the criminal, we feel intrigue, the core emotion of the genre, as a kind of satisfaction when the clues finally add up and the characters’ actions make sense.

      
        
        Why Write a Murder Mystery?

      

      

      Crime Story is a long-lasting genre with several subgenres to appeal to different readers. Often a reader gravitates toward a certain type of protagonist or antagonist; they may want to root for the criminal trying to avoid detection by the police (a caper), or for the professional or amateur detective attempting to expose a murderer. Some readers like a good courtroom debate.

      The most popular subgenres change through time, but Crime stands as a widely consumed genre and appears in novels, TV, movies, and radio. Almost every form of media has a Crime segment because the audience for the genre is so large.

      What hooks and powers us along this quest? Why have millions of people tuned into the Law & Order franchise every week since 1990? What has made Agatha Christie the best-selling novelist of all time, an author outsold only by William Shakespeare?1

      
        
        Who Reads Murder Mysteries?

      

      

      Are these the morbid dreams of the dark souls of outwardly nice people? Is the point of the Murder Mystery to teach people how to commit the perfect crime or to teach investigators how to catch the killer? Maybe. But let’s back up and look at Crime Story from different angles.

      Genre is simply a way to say, “Hey, reader, this is the kind of story you should expect out of this book.” As a genre, Crime deals with the execution of one of the most core values to humans, justice. Without the trespass of justice, you have no crime. Crime stories dramatize events that move from justice to injustice and back again—or back to injustice. The reader is a spectator as the characters muddle through bringing justice back to their world. We love this as readers because we can participate in this quest without the threat to our personal lives.

      As a society, we hunger for stories about the pursuit of justice. These books succeed from generation to generation to affirm our belief that justice can and will prevail, if even one person can outsmart the bad guys.

      This satisfies one of our most primal needs—security.

      We feel unsafe as we face plenty of crises of injustice in our daily lives. We encounter this from a distance on the news, closer to home through social media acquaintances, or in our own lives. It’s impossible in this time to be sheltered from the evil in the world. The depth of the fear of injustice pervades our communities and has tainted those tasked with upholding the law.

      We lose sleep over complicated problems without simple solutions. We sort through puzzles moment by moment.

      In Murder Mysteries, we have capable—but imperfect—investigators working through the Red Herrings, testing every theory, and challenging assumptions. “Whodunnit?” is the question at the center of Crime Story—followed by “Why?” and “How?” We also want to participate in sorting out puzzle pieces and feel the core emotion of intrigue when it’s over.

      Crime Story writers must acknowledge the thirst for intrigue in their reader. The writer must hook the reader with its inciting incident—the crime.

      The Inciting Crime is an obligatory moment in the story, and it is specific to the story’s subgenre. The crime must be the perfect crime; there must be a true challenge to the core value of justice that seems impossible to solve. Don’t bake in solutions to shield yourself from the challenge. Your readers will sniff out every one. Don’t shield your characters from the evil of the world or from their own.

      Are you about ready to quit here? I’m betting not. As a Crime Story writer, you are probably also driven by intrigue. Let that carry you to explore what your readers expect from a story of the genre.

      As a Story Grid Certified Editor, I’m out to solve the mystery of “does this story work?” I look at a story from the vantage point of Editor’s Six Core Questions to determine how it is working on the macro level. In this introductory material I will focus on the Murder Mystery subgenre. Even more specifically, I will look at the requirements of writing a Master Detective mystery, through the consummate Master Detective—Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot.

      After a high-level review of the big picture of the story, we’ll dive into the scenes to see how Christie crafted powerful scenes that pull us forward to the surprising resolution. From these large and small component parts, she created the experience we all enjoy.

      These inquiries will provide clues to help you understand the properties of a successful Murder Mystery like The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. The goal is to equip you to write your own bestseller. Let’s dive into the Editor’s Six Core Questions.

    

    
      
      

      1 Olivia Rutigliano, “Agatha Christie Is the Best-Selling Novelist in History,” The Hub (blog), Literary Hub, April 3, 2020, https://lithub.com/agatha-christie-is-the-best-selling-novelist-in-history/.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1) WHAT IS THE GENRE

          

        

      

    

    
      You’ve got a character who breaks the law, a character who wants to figure it out, and twists and turns along the way. The primary forces of antagonism are external, meaning the protagonist is battling someone or something outside himself primarily. A character is pursuing justice and a criminal is pursuing injustice—or his own sense of justice, which is at odds with society’s.

      You’ve got a Crime story on your hands.

      What kind of Crime story are you writing? While readers of Crime stories share a common interest in seeking intrigue and upholding the value of justice, we prefer different settings (such as a Historical Crime like The Name of the Rose), protagonists, inciting crimes (a heist, for example), and methods of investigation. Murder Mystery is one subgenre of Crime.

      If you have a dead body, chances are you’re writing a Murder Mystery.

      
        
        SUBGENRES OF MURDER MYSTERY

      

      

      Murder Mysteries themselves have sub-subgenres. What are the different types of Murder Mystery?

      
        	Master Detective: This is where The Murder of Roger Ackroyd fits in. The Investigator character is the protagonist. Hercule Poirot, Holmes, and Columbo are all classic examples.

        	Cozy: The protagonist/investigator is an untrained, charming character in a cozy environment, quite opposite of the Master Detective and Hardboiled investigator in every way. Christie’s Miss Marple is an example of the amateur sleuth. She’s a sweet grandmotherly type in whom people tend to confide trustingly. Murder She Wrote’s Jessica Fletcher is the writer-turned-detective from an idyllic (but murderous) New England town. Angela Lansbury drew on Christie’s Miss Marple character to create amateur detective Jessica Fletcher in the iconic Cozy TV series. A cat can even be a protagonist—and Cat Cozies have a strong following (e.g., The Cat Who Could Read Backwards). Other examples of cozy mystery sleuths include G.K. Chesterton’s Father Brown, Dorothy Sayers’s Lord Peter Wimsey, and Alan Bradley’s Flavia de Luce.

        	Historical: This is for the reader who wants to get lost in a historical time and place while solving the murder. The Name of the Rose by Umberto Eco and the Cadfael series by Ellis Peters are some masterworks to check out.

        	Noir/Hardboiled: The protagonist is a cynical “antihero.” If you’re interested in these characters, Double Indemnity by James M. Cain may be your masterwork.

        	Paranormal: There are paranormal characters and tropes, such as vampires and ghosts. The True Blood (Sookie Stackhouse) series is an example featuring vampires.

        	Police Procedural: In this popular subgenre, the protagonists are the police detectives, as you find in the Vera Stanhope series by Ann Cleeves or Colin Dexter’s Inspector Morse, as well as the Law & Order franchise.

      

      Agatha Christie, the Queen of Mystery, has dominated the Cozy sub-subgenre with the Miss Marple mysteries and the Master Detective Murder Mystery sub-subgenre with her Hercule Poirot stories.

      As we will see through the analysis, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is a great example of the Master Detective subgenre for its many Red Herrings, its unreliable narrator accompanying Poirot in following the clues, and the surprising resolution in justice. All the while, we are in the capable hands of Hercule Poirot, as he challenges every detail that seems certain but uncorroborated through the retelling of the crime. The more certain we are that the clues fit neatly together, the more we find we are actually operating under the masterful redirection. When it seems as if a toddler has knocked our carefully constructed puzzle off the table and scattered all the pieces, we are actually closest to the truth as we pick up all the pieces and turn them back over. Assumptions are examined, witness statements and alibis are scrutinized, and clues are exposed for the Red Herrings they truly are.

      Only a Master Detective can do this to satisfaction.
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