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Story outline

	Field
	Your Story
	Guidance

	Arrival at the closed circle
	 
	Introduce the viewpoint character arriving at the isolated venue and meeting the core cast of suspects.

	Simmering household tensions
	 
	Establish money troubles, personal rivalries, and open quarrels that give multiple suspects a motive before the murder.

	Discovery of the murder
	 
	Stage the finding of the victim under puzzling physical conditions, such as a locked room or an unusual poison.

	Summoning the sleuth
	 
	Bring the amateur or private detective into the inquiry with a clear reason to investigate ahead of the police.

	Crime scene sweep and physical clues
	 
	Detail the sleuth's inspection of the room to gather material clues and timeline oddities that challenge first impressions.

	Household interviews and cover-up
	 
	Question staff and family about daily routines while someone in the house tampers with remaining evidence.

	Inquest and prime red herring
	 
	Present formal testimony and seemingly damning evidence that points suspicion toward an unpopular outsider.

	Breaking the obvious suspect's frame
	 
	Disprove the manufactured case against the prime suspect so suspicion shifts back onto the remaining circle.

	Midpoint twist and deeper complication
	 
	Raise the stakes with a fresh turn—such as a second attack, a new arrest, or hidden blackmail—that reshapes earlier clues.

	Gathering of suspects and unmasking
	 
	Assemble the household so the sleuth can connect the physical clues, explain the method, and name the culprit.



Main character profile

	Field
	Your Story
	Guidance

	Name and background
	 
	Note the sleuth's name, past occupation, and how they gained experience with crime and human nature.

	Physical appearance and dress
	 
	Give distinctive visual traits and wardrobe habits that make the sleuth memorable and easy for suspects to misjudge.

	Signature quirks and mannerisms
	 
	List small habits, speech patterns, or tidy routines that show how the sleuth thinks under pressure.

	Investigative method
	 
	Explain how the sleuth weighs physical trifles, domestic routines, and psychology to test theories.

	Personal stake in the case
	 
	Define the loyalty, debt, or local tie that motivates the sleuth to pursue justice for this victim.

	Sidekick and narrative foil
	 
	Describe the companion who assists the sleuth, voices conventional guesses, and filters clues for the reader.

	Relationship with official police
	 
	Clarify how local officers or national detectives view the sleuth's unofficial role in the inquiry.

	Social access and interviewing style
	 
	Show how the sleuth persuades guarded relatives, servants, and villagers to share household secrets.

	Blind spots and vulnerabilities
	 
	Include a human vanity, secrecy habit, or tactical slip that keeps the investigation from feeling effortless.



World and setting sheet

	Field
	Your Story
	Guidance

	Primary closed-circle venue
	 
	Describe the country house or contained property where suspects live and move in close quarters.

	Surrounding village and local hubs
	 
	Map nearby shops, inns, farms, and stations where errands, alibis, and poison purchases take place.

	Historical backdrop and daily routines
	 
	Set out broader social conditions, shortages, or work schedules that govern where characters are at specific hours.

	Inheritance rules and money pressures
	 
	Outline the wills, allowances, and property terms that create financial dependence around the victim.

	Crime scene layout and acoustics
	 
	Specify room positions, connecting doors, locks, and sound travel so readers can follow physical movements fairly.

	Local access to lethal means
	 
	Ground the murder weapon or poison in plausible nearby sources such as dispensaries, tonics, or village chemists.

	Class norms and fear of scandal
	 
	Identify the etiquette rules, class loyalties, and reputation worries that make innocent and guilty people hide facts.

	Weather and sensory atmosphere
	 
	Use seasonal weather and domestic details both to contrast quiet surroundings with murder and to anchor clues.



Breakdown Example: The Mysterious Affair at Styles (Agatha Christie)

This breakdown uses a public-domain book, with quotes from the original text.

Story outline

	Field
	In the Book

	Arrival at the closed circle
	Home on a month's sick leave from the Front, Arthur Hastings accepts John Cavendish's invitation to stay at Styles Court in Essex. Arriving in early July, he meets John's autocratic stepmother Mrs. Emily Inglethorp, her bearded younger husband Alfred, John's wife Mary, younger brother Lawrence, blunt companion Evelyn Howard, and young protégée Cynthia Murdoch. — “Thus it came about that, three days later, I descended from the train at Styles St. Mary, an absurd little station, with no apparent reason for existence, perched up in the midst of green fields and country lanes.”

	Simmering household tensions
	Mrs. Inglethorp controls the family finances while John and Lawrence are short of money and resent her recent marriage to Alfred Inglethorp. Evelyn Howard accuses Alfred of fortune hunting and spending time with farmer's wife Mrs. Raikes, then leaves Styles after warning Hastings to watch him. Days later, on July 17, Mrs. Inglethorp has an angry afternoon quarrel in her boudoir and exchanges bitter words with Mary Cavendish. — “There isn’t one of them that’s not hard up and trying to get money out of her.”

	Discovery of the murder
	Near five o'clock in the morning after July 17, Mrs. Inglethorp suffers violent convulsions behind bolted doors in her bedroom while Alfred's adjoining room stands unoccupied. John, Lawrence, and Hastings force open the connecting door from Alfred's room to reach her. Despite Dr. Bauerstein's attempt at artificial respiration, she dies after arching in tetanic spasms and gasping Alfred's name. — “Mrs. Inglethorp was lying on the bed, her whole form agitated by violent convulsions, in one of which she must have overturned the table beside her.”

	Summoning the sleuth
	After Dr. Bauerstein and Dr. Wilkins withhold a death certificate and request a post-mortem, Hastings suspects strychnine poisoning. Despite Lawrence's objections, John grants Hastings permission to bring in his friend Hercule Poirot, a retired Belgian police detective living in nearby Leastways Cottage. Hastings hurries to the village at six o'clock and recounts the night's events while Poirot dresses. — “Wait, my friend, I will let you in, and you shall recount to me the affair whilst I dress.”

	Crime scene sweep and physical clues
	Puzzled by the nine-hour gap between eight o'clock coffee and five o'clock convulsions, Poirot inspects the locked bedroom and notes six points of interest: a crushed coffee-cup, a key in the purple despatch-case, a damp coffee stain, dark green threads on a door bolt, white candle grease, and an unlabelled powder box. He also samples the rum-laced night cocoa and pulls a charred fragment of a will from the grate. Downstairs, he finds an envelope scribbled with the word 'possessed' and spots garden mould near the boudoir desk. — “One, a coffee-cup that has been ground into powder; two, a despatch-case with a key in the lock; three, a stain on the floor.”

	Household interviews and cover-up
	Poirot interviews parlourmaid Dorcas, housemaid Annie, solicitor Mr. Wells, and gardener Manning, confirming that Mrs. Inglethorp had two gardeners witness a fresh will around four o'clock on the afternoon before her death. He also checks the remaining coffee-cups in the drawing-room and grows intrigued on learning that Cynthia takes coffee without sugar. Within an hour of Poirot's bedroom inspection, an intruder unlocks the bedroom door and forces open the purple despatch-case to remove a paper. — “Finding the case locked, he was obliged to force it, thus betraying his presence.”

	Inquest and prime red herring
	At the Friday inquest at the Stylites Arms, Dr. Bauerstein testifies that Mrs. Inglethorp died from roughly a grain of strychnine and reports none in the cocoa sample. Pharmacist Albert Mace then testifies that a man he recognized as Alfred Inglethorp bought strychnine on Monday evening to poison a dog and signed the poison register. Alfred denies the purchase and Tuesday's quarrel without offering an alibi, resulting in a verdict of wilful murder against persons unknown as Scotland Yard detectives prepare to step in. — “From the evidence at the inquest, Mr. Inglethorp murdered his wife as sure as I stand here, and if anyone but you hinted the contrary I’d laugh in his face.”

	Breaking the obvious suspect's frame
	Poirot persuades Detective-Inspector Japp to delay arresting Alfred, reasoning that Alfred's black beard, pince-nez, and distinctive clothes made him straightforward to impersonate at the chemist's shop. Before the assembled household and Scotland Yard officers, Poirot announces five witnesses who saw Alfred escorting Mrs. Raikes toward Abbey Farm two and a half miles away at the hour the poison was bought. Clearing Alfred shifts suspicion back onto the household, and Poirot rushes a cocoa sample to an analytical chemist in Tadminster after learning Dr. Bauerstein visited Styles on Tuesday night. — “We have cleared away the manufactured clues.”

	Midpoint twist and deeper complication
	The obvious suspect, Dr. Bauerstein, is arrested but turns out to be a spy rather than the poisoner. Then the police arrest John Cavendish himself for his stepmother's murder, and two months later he stands trial as the prosecution lays out its case against him.

	Gathering of suspects and unmasking
	Poirot gathers the household and exposes Alfred Inglethorp as the murderer. He explains that Alfred and his cousin Evelyn Howard plotted together (Howard being the master mind), that the strychnine in Mrs Inglethorp's medicine was precipitated by a bromide powder so it settled in the last dose, and that Alfred let John be arrested because a man once acquitted cannot be tried again. John and Mary are reconciled.



Main character profile

	Field
	In the Book

	Name and background
	Hercule Poirot is a retired Belgian police detective who solved major European cases, including collaborations with Inspector Japp in Brussels and Antwerp. Displaced by the war, he resides at Leastways Cottage in Styles St. Mary alongside fellow Belgian refugees. — “Yet this quaint dandified little man who, I was sorry to see, now limped badly, had been in his time one of the most celebrated members of the Belgian police.”

	Physical appearance and dress
	Standing scarcely above five feet four inches and walking with a pronounced limp, Poirot has an egg-shaped head tilted slightly to one side and a stiff military moustache. He dresses with fastidious neatness, brushing dust from his coat and straightening Hastings's crooked tie before setting out. — “His head was exactly the shape of an egg, and he always perched it a little on one side.”

	Signature quirks and mannerisms
	Poirot straightens mantelpiece ornaments and candlesticks when agitated, buries a discarded match neatly in a flower bed, and stores used matches in a small china pot. He sprinkles French expressions into English conversation, and his eyes turn bright green when a clue excites him. — “I had often before noticed that, if anything excited him, his eyes turned green like a cat’s.”

	Investigative method
	Poirot insists on methodical classification, treating small discrepancies—such as hot weather on a night with a bedroom fire, white versus pink candle wax, or unsweetened coffee—as major leads rather than ignoring facts that clash with a theory. He tests physical evidence directly by tasting coffee grounds, timing poison onset against supper intake, and overturning a bedside table to check whether the sound carries to the left wing. — “If the fact will not fit the theory—let the theory go.”

	Personal stake in the case
	Because Mrs. Inglethorp generously housed him and seven fellow Belgian refugees, Poirot feels a personal debt to her memory. That gratitude drives him both to pursue her killer and to keep her husband from wrongful arrest when evidence has been manufactured against him. — “She would never forgive me if I let Alfred Inglethorp, her husband, be arrested now—when a word from me could save him!”

	Sidekick and narrative foil
	Arthur Hastings, an invalided soldier formerly employed at Lloyd's who harbours an ambition to do detective work, recruits Poirot and narrates the case. Hastings supplies eyewitness observations of the household while voicing conventional suspicions about Alfred Inglethorp, Evelyn Howard, and the bedroom cocoa. — “You have a good memory, and you have given me the facts faithfully.”

	Relationship with official police
	Detective-Inspector Jimmy Japp of Scotland Yard greets Poirot warmly from past European investigations and defers to his judgment despite Superintendent Summerhaye's scepticism. Recognizing that Poirot has been on the spot from the morning of the death, Japp holds back an arrest warrant until Poirot demonstrates Alfred's alibi. — “Me and Moosier here have met before—and there’s no man’s judgment I’d sooner take than his.”

	Social access and interviewing style
	Working at John Cavendish's invitation, Poirot wins over guarded parlourmaid Dorcas by offering her a chair and framing his questions as a duty to avenge her mistress. With gentry and witnesses, he shifts between polite small talk—such as admiring flower beds or pouring breakfast coffee—and pointed, unexpected questions. — “In her attitude towards Poirot, she was inclined to be suspicious, but he soon broke down her defences.”

	Blind spots and vulnerabilities
	Poirot's habit of keeping deductions to himself leaves Hastings unaware of what matters, delaying Poirot's discovery that mud-covered Dr. Bauerstein visited Styles on the night of the murder. He also loses his composure and berates himself harshly after leaving the locked purple despatch-case in the bedroom, where an intruder forces it open. — “I should never have left that case here.”



World and setting sheet

	Field
	In the Book

	Primary closed-circle venue
	Styles Court is an Essex country manor set inside lodge gates with a park, surrounding woods, shaped begonia beds, a sycamore lawn, and a tennis court. Inside, ground-floor reception rooms—including Mrs. Inglethorp's boudoir, the drawing-room, smoking-room, dining-room, and John's study—lie below a broad staircase that branches into left and right wings. — “I expressed my appreciation, and John took me into the house and up the broad staircase, which forked right and left half-way to different wings of the building.”

	Surrounding village and local hubs
	Styles St. Mary sits a mile from Styles Court and two miles from a small country railway station, housing the post office, a local chemist's shop, Leastways Cottage, and the Stylites Arms inn. Within driving or walking distance lie Abbey Farm two and a half miles away, Tadminster seven miles away with its Red Cross Hospital and analytical chemist, and the manufacturing town of Middlingham fifteen miles off. — “The village of Styles St. Mary was situated about two miles from the little station, and Styles Court lay a mile the other side of it.”

	Historical backdrop and daily routines
	Set in July during the First World War, household life reflects wartime economies such as replacing late dinner with half-past seven supper, saving waste paper in sacks, rationing petrol, and employing three gardeners instead of five. Residents keep busy war schedules: John drills twice weekly with volunteers, Mary rises at five to work on the land, Cynthia dispenses at a Red Cross hospital, Evelyn nurses at Middlingham, and Mrs. Inglethorp organizes charity bazaars. — “We are quite a war household; nothing is wasted here—every scrap of waste paper, even, is saved and sent away in sacks.”

	Inheritance rules and money pressures
	Under the late Mr. Cavendish's will, Styles Court and most of his income belong to his second wife for her lifetime before the property passes to John and a sum of money goes to Lawrence. Mrs. Inglethorp also controls her own fortune and drafts new wills roughly once a year: her prior August will favouring John was revoked by her marriage, an engagement-era will favours Alfred, and a fresh will signed on July 17 is found burned in her grate. — “Mrs. Cavendish, however, was a lady who liked to make her own plans, and expected other people to fall in with them, and in this case she certainly had the whip hand, namely: the purse strings.”

	Crime scene layout and acoustics
	Mrs. Inglethorp's bedroom occupies the right wing with bolted doors opening to the corridor, Alfred's room, and Cynthia's room, while the servants' quarters have no communication with that wing. The remaining family members and Hastings sleep in the left wing, where Mrs. Inglethorp's cocoa tray sits unattended on a table by the swing door from 7:15 to 8:00 p.m. and where Hastings hears nothing when Poirot overturns the bedside table. — “With the exception of Cynthia Murdoch’s, everyone’s room was in this left wing.”

	Local access to lethal means
	Lethal drugs exist within everyday reach around Styles: Cynthia works beside a poison cupboard in the Tadminster hospital dispensary and prepared Mrs. Inglethorp's bromide powders, while Mrs. Inglethorp took a strychnine tonic from Coot's Cash Chemists. In the village, chemist's assistant Albert Mace sells strychnine across the counter against a signature, and visiting London toxicologist Dr. Bauerstein discusses uncommon poisons with Mary Cavendish. — “Dr. Bauerstein was saying yesterday that, owing to the general ignorance of the more uncommon poisons among the medical profession, there were probably countless cases of poisoning quite unsuspected.”

	Class norms and fear of scandal
	County propriety and dread of newspaper scandal shape suspect behaviour: John asks Poirot for strict discretion, Mary refuses at the inquest to repeat a private marital quarrel overheard outside the boudoir, and Alfred risks arrest rather than admit walking with Mrs. Raikes. At the same time, class deference and household proximity let parlourmaid Dorcas overhear family disputes and incline young pharmacist Mace to bend poison sale rules for someone he takes to be Mr. Inglethorp of the Hall. — “Decorum and good breeding naturally enjoined that our demeanour should be much as usual, yet I could not help wondering if this self-control were really a matter of great difficulty.”

	Weather and sensory atmosphere
	Warm, sunny, dry July days in Essex—reaching eighty degrees in the shade on the day before Mrs. Inglethorp's death—create an outward calm across the green countryside before turning hot and sultry at night. Poirot treats that high temperature as a central clue alongside the bedroom fire Mrs. Inglethorp ordered lit, while dry weather makes freshly dug begonia mould stand out on the unswept boudoir floor. — “As one looked out over the flat Essex country, lying so green and peaceful under the afternoon sun, it seemed almost impossible to believe that, not so very far away, a great war was running its appointed course.”



