The Housemaid’s Secret: Marlowe 3.0 analysis

Following is the Marlowe analysis of The Housemaid’s Secret by Freida McFadden. We've
combined all the sections of the report into a single PDF for demo purposes only — the
analysis for each manuscript is located in the Author Dashboard by Authors A.l. at
https.//authors.ai/author-dashboard. You'll find the dashboard much more useful in refining
your manuscript than a static report.

Premise

A former convict takes a housekeeping job with a wealthy family, only to discover her
employer's husband is a sadistic torturer who transforms her into his next victim—forcing her to
choose between escape or becoming her captor's executioner.

Genre & story type

This work is primarily a Psychological Thriller. The story also contains elements of the following
subgenres in order of prominence:

Domestic suspense

Dark psychological fiction
Crime thriller

Women's fiction

Gothic thriller

Revenge thriller
Domestic noir

Prison fiction

Social thriller

Overall assessment

This is a gripping Psychological Thriller that explores themes of abuse, power, and survival
through the perspectives of two women trapped by the same predator. The story will appeal to
readers of domestic suspense and psychological thrillers who enjoy complex female
protagonists and morally ambiguous situations.

The novel succeeds in creating genuine tension and features compelling character dynamics
between Millie, Nina, and Andrew. The dual narrative structure effectively builds suspense while
revealing the manipulative systems of control that define abusive relationships. The story can
become even stronger by incorporating the suggested refinements set out in this report,
particularly regarding pacing consistency and thematic development.


https://authors.ai/author-dashboard

Story strengths

Here are some of the most noteworthy strengths that contribute to your story's overall
effectiveness and reader appeal.

1.

Dual perspective structure: The alternating viewpoints between Millie and Nina create
compelling dramatic irony and allow readers to understand both women's motivations
while building tension.

Authentic portrayal of abuse cycles: The story accurately depicts how abusers
isolate victims, manipulate reality, and use systematic punishment to maintain control.

Strong character development: Both Millie and Nina are complex, flawed protagonists
whose past traumas inform their present choices in believable ways.

Escalating psychological tension: The confined setting of the attic room creates
genuine claustrophobia while the power dynamics shift dramatically throughout the
narrative.

Satisfying resolution: The story provides cathartic justice while maintaining moral
complexity about the price of freedom and survival.

Chief opportunities

Following are areas that could stand to be improved and strengthened during the rewrite
process:

Pacing inconsistencies: The story rushes through Millie's initial employment period but
lingers too long on repetitive abuse scenes, creating uneven narrative momentum that
could lose readers.

Underdeveloped secondary characters: Characters like Enzo and Cecelia serve
primarily functional roles without sufficient depth, making their actions feel convenient
rather than organic to the story.

Exposition through dialogue: Key backstory information is often delivered through
characters telling rather than showing, particularly regarding Nina's hospitalization and
Millie's criminal past.

Unclear timeline transitions: The shifts between present action and Nina's backstory
sections sometimes create confusion about when events occur in relation to each other.



The Dissonance section below will provide specific suggestions on how to tighten the plotting,
writing, and otherwise enhance the storytelling.

Word count

The Housemaid’s Secret contains about 85,169 words.

While there are no hard-and-fast rules about minimum and maximum story lengths, there are
industry traditions and reader expectations. If you want to give yourself your best chance
without having to fight any additional uphill battles, then writing with the word count guidelines
for your genre in mind is often the wisest course.

Here’s a quick reference for typical word counts by genre:

Adult contemporary fiction: 70,000-90,000 words

Literary fiction: 80,000-120,000 words

Romance: 50,000-90,000 words (mostly 70,000-90,000)

Science fiction/Fantasy: 80,000-120,000 words (longer for epic fantasy)
Historical fiction: 80,000-120,000 words

Mystery/Crime: 60,000-90,000 words (cozy mysteries are shorter)
Horror: 80,000-100,000 words

Thriller: 70,000-100,000 words

Narrative arc analysis




Marlowe has analyzed the narrative arc of The Housemaid’s Secret and produced this graphic
in the Author Dashboard. The graph depicts two key elements of your book:

1. Its major plot arc. The curved line shows the high-level “shape” of your narrative
at a glance. Marlowe also compared it to a story archetype with a similar narrative
arc.

2. Its overall tone. The graph includes a color tint block that shows whether
your story falls within the same range of emotional tone that most bestsellers
do.

A narrative arc refers to the structured progression of a story, outlining how it unfolds from
beginning to end. It typically consists of several key elements, including exposition, rising action,
climax, falling action, and resolution. This arc maps the emotional and dramatic journey of the
characters and the plot, guiding readers through the narrative's development. It doesn’t capture
plot turns or story beats, which are more detailed, but instead looks at the narrative’s positive
and negative sentiment as the plot unfolds from a high-level view.

Your novel’s story archetype
Marlowe has determined that your story is most similar to the Descent story archetype.

A story archetype is a universal pattern or model that serves as a framework for storytelling.
These archetypes manifest through recurring themes, character types, and plot structures
across various cultures and genres through the ages. They provide a foundational structure that
writers can use to develop their narratives.

Using archetypes allows writers to tap into shared human experiences, making their stories
resonate more deeply with audiences. By understanding these patterns, authors can craft
compelling narratives that feel both familiar and fresh.

How to interpret the data

The narrative arc graph above provides a high-level overview of your story and the journey of
your characters, along with the closest story archetype. Here are some key components:

e The curved line represents the story arc showing the overall emotional tone and major
trends in tone within your story — the “emotional arc” of your book.

e The colored tint block shows the range in emotional tone, from positive to negative,
that represents 90% of all bestsellers. In short, it tells you how light or dark your story is
and how it fits within your genre. If you choose a genre or subgenre from the “All
Bestsellers” dropdown, the tint block will adjust to show the range encompassing 90% of
books in that specific genre.



e The gray dashed neutral line represents emotional neutrality, a balance of positive and
negative events bestsellers in our corpus based on Marlowe’s interpretation of the
positive and negative connotations of the words used to describe those events. This is is
useful to see if your storyline generally falls on the positive or negative end of the
spectrum (or, looking at it another way, whether it's lighter or darker than most
bestselling novels).

How to use the data
You can use the narrative arc and story archetype information in two main ways:

To understand your story type. It's valuable to identify the type of story you've told — say,
whether it's a Rags to Riches tale or a Quest narrative. By exploring your specific archetype,
you can read similar stories to see how other authors have approached the same structure.
Refer to the examples provided below for books that fit your chosen archetype.

To refine your narrative. You may want to adjust your story to align more closely with
archetypal conventions. Review the guidelines for the archetype identified below and consider
how well your story follows these frameworks.

What a narrative arc represents

A story shape represents the overall emotional journey that your characters embark on
throughout your story, from positive vibes to negative vibes — or the opposite. The peaks and
high points on the graph represent a section of your story when your characters’ experiences
are generally positive (even if there are moments of conflict mixed in.) The valleys or troughs
represent an overall stretch of low points in the story in which your characters' experiences are
negative (even if there are happier moments mixed in).

Based on these archetypes, Marlowe has drawn a visual representation of your book’s plot
shape alongside the most similar narrative archetype, Descent.

Story archetypes consist of broad generalizations. While some are more often associated with a
particular genre, there are examples of each archetype in all genres. Rather than getting hung
up on narrative arcs, most authors instead turn to story frameworks as a way to add structure to
their novels.

Because Marlowe is tracking the sentiment or mood of the language in your novel, that
sentiment usually aligns with the major positive or negative events in the story — but not
always. Sometimes the language might be dark in sentiment (war) but the character's
experience (saving a loved one) might be positive or brighter. But the general atmosphere of
the novel in that moment will still feel darker and so the graph will likely bend that way.



Descent

Descent stories focus on a character's downward spiral, usually as they succumb to inner
darkness, external pressures, or moral corruption. These stories often explore the gradual
deterioration of the protagonist’'s mental state, morality, or circumstances. The journey is
typically marked by a series of choices or events that lead to a tragic or irreversible outcome.

Key elements of the Descent archetype include:

The initial state: The protagonist starts in a relatively stable or normal situation.

The downward path: Through a series of choices, actions, or events, the
character's situation deteriorates.

The breaking point: A moment of significant loss, realization, or despair.
The aftermath: The protagonist is left to face the consequences of her descent.
The resolution: The story may end in tragedy, redemption, or resignation.

Descent stories often explore themes of fate, morality, and the human capacity for darkness.
Examples include Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky, which deals with guilt and the
psychological consequences of crime, and Hubert Selby Jr.’s Requiem for a Dream, where
addiction leads to despair. In modern storytelling, the film Black Swan captures a dancer's
psychological descent into obsession. Other examples of Descent include:

® You by Caroline Kepnes - This dark thriller novel follows Joe Goldberg, a

seemingly charming bookstore clerk whose obsession with a woman named
Beck devolves into moral corruption and madness.

Gone Girl by Gillian Flynn - This psychological thriller follows the descent of a
marriage as secrets, lies, and manipulations unravel between Nick and Amy
Dunne.

The Road by Cormac McCarthy - This post-apocalyptic novel chronicles the
journey of a father and son as they struggle for survival amid bleak and
deteriorating conditions.


https://bingebooks.com/book/you-3
https://bingebooks.com/book/gone-girl
https://bingebooks.com/book/the-road-1

Plot analysis

Plot overview

Millie Calloway, a recently released ex-convict living in her car, accepts a housekeeping position
with the wealthy Winchester family and quickly becomes attracted to husband Andrew while
clashing with his volatile wife Nina. When Nina is supposedly thrown out of the house, Andrew
begins subjecting Millie to the same psychological torture he inflicted on Nina—locking her in
the attic room and forcing her to endure escalating punishments. Millie discovers that Nina
orchestrated her employment as a replacement victim and potential executioner, leading to
Andrew's death and both women's freedom from his abuse.



Major plot turns in your story

e Nina offers Millie the housekeeping job despite her lack of qualifications and criminal
background
Andrew kicks Nina out of the house and begins a romantic relationship with Millie
Andrew locks Millie in the attic room and forces her to balance books on her stomach
for hours

e Millie pepper-sprays Andrew and locks him in the attic room, reversing their power

dynamic

Millie forces Andrew to pull out his own teeth with pliers as punishment

Andrew dies from dehydration while locked in the attic room

Nina returns to help cover up the crime and protect Millie from prosecution

The revelation that Nina orchestrated everything to find someone who would Kill

Andrew

e Detective Connors reveals his connection to Andrew's former fiancée and covers up
the murder

e Evelyn Winchester's confession that she also abused Andrew as a child

How to interpret the plot turns graph

Marlowe has identified the major emotional plot turns in your manuscript and has represented
them in the plot turns graph above. Upward slopes in your line show your novel’s moments of
conflict resolution, where the story takes a hopeful or positive turn, signified by joy, excitement,
love, relief. Downward dips illustrate where the story takes a darker turn or where there is a
progressive complication presenting obstacles and challenges for your protagonists. The middle
of the graph represents emotional neutrality. Higher peaks and deeper valleys increase the
emotional intensity, and the more frequent the peaks and valleys, the more the story becomes
an emotional rollercoaster for the characters — and for readers.

Think of the graph above as capturing the “emotional arc” of your story — a snapshot of your
characters’ emotional journey throughout your book. While the narrative arc graph depicts
the high-level overall tone of your book, this graph illustrates what Marlowe detected as the
major emotional shifts in the story.

It's important to think about plot turns not just in terms of where and how often they occur, but

also in terms of their intensity. It's fine if most of the twists and turns in your story fall within the
white band, but 90% of bestsellers have at least one emotional peak that extends into the top

tint block and at least one emotional valley that extends into the bottom tint block.

Note that emotional plot turns may or may not always correspond with the major plot points in
your story. But chances are that they will often align — if something tragic happens or your
characters suffer a major setback, it’s likely that the emotional temperature of the scene will
follow suit.



Major subplots in your story

e Nina's backstory and marriage: The extensive flashback revealing how
Andrew systematically abused Nina throughout their marriage, including forced
institutionalization and using Cecelia as leverage against her.

e Enzo's involvement: The Italian landscaper's growing concern for Nina's
welfare, his romantic relationship with her, and his role in helping plan her
original escape attempt.

e Cecelia's situation: The impact of the toxic household on Andrew's
stepdaughter, including her enforced behavior patterns and the revelation of
her peanut allergy being used as a control mechanism.

e Millie's criminal past: The backstory revealing that Millie killed a rapist in self-
defense while protecting her friend, establishing her capacity for violence when
protecting others.

e The PTA social dynamics: Nina's interactions with neighborhood women who
gossip about her mental health while remaining oblivious to her actual
situation.

Foreshadowing in your story

The story effectively establishes major plot developments through careful foreshadowing,
particularly regarding Andrew's true nature and the attic room's sinister purpose. Early details
like the external lock, painted-shut window, and bucket in the closet clearly signal the room's
intended use as a prison. The pepper spray's placement and Nina's gift of the room key
telegraph her eventual plan for Millie to become Andrew's executioner.

However, some foreshadowing feels heavy-handed, particularly Enzo's repeated warnings
about "danger" and his dramatic head-shaking. The story also establishes Nina's violent
potential through her self-harm during arguments but doesn't adequately prepare readers for
the revelation that she orchestrated Andrew's murder rather than simply seeking escape.

The foreshadowing of Andrew's abusive nature works well through subtle details like his
controlling comments about Nina's appearance and his knowledge of the attic room's features.
The story effectively plants seeds about the house's dark history through Nina's friends' gossip
about her mental health treatment, though it could more clearly signal that their information is
incomplete rather than entirely false.

Key events that could be more effectively foreshadowed include Nina's discovery of Millie's
violent criminal history, which drives her decision to recruit rather than simply replace her. The
story mentions the background check but doesn't emphasize how this information changes
Nina's entire plan from seeking a replacement wife to finding an executioner.



Unresolved plot threads

Unresolved plot threads are story elements or questions introduced during the narrative that
remain unanswered by the end of the book. No significant unresolved plot threads were
detected. The story effectively resolves all major questions about the characters' fates and
the consequences of Andrew's death.

Revisions to consider

1. Strengthen Millie's initial attraction to the job: Rather than relying solely on
desperation, establish specific skills or background that make her genuinely valuable to
the Winchesters, creating a more believable hiring scenario.

2. Develop the timeline between Nina's ejection and Millie's imprisonment: Add
scenes showing Andrew's gradual psychological manipulation before the dramatic shift
to physical imprisonment, making his transformation feel less sudden.

3. Clarify Nina's murder orchestration: Provide clearer evidence of when and how Nina
discovered Millie's violent past and decided to weaponize her rather than simply replace
her.

4. Expand the aftermath: Include more scenes showing how the community and
authorities process Andrew's death, particularly given his family's wealth and influence.

5. Strengthen Cecelia's agency: Give Andrew's stepdaughter more awareness of the
household dynamics and a more active role in the resolution rather than keeping her
entirely innocent.



Story elements

Overview

Marlowe has identified major story elements and story beats in your novel by marking the points
where the tone shifts from positive to negative or vice versa. The greater the shift, indicated by
peaks or valleys on the graph, the more impactful the moment in your story.

In its review of The Housemaid’s Secret, Marlowe examined the places in your narrative where
your story shifts from a generally positive tone to a more negative tone — and vice versa. These
turns or emotional shifts in tone often align with key structural beats in a novel, including plot
turns in the previous section, though they may not match up perfectly.



Analysis of your story’s major elements

Readers of modern fiction expect stories to hit certain notes, particularly in genre fiction, that
build on perennial story elements that harken back to ancient times.

Hook: The opening scene immediately establishes Millie's desperation through her living
situation and Nina's suspicious over-eagerness to hire her despite obvious red flags. This hook
effectively draws readers into questioning Nina's motivations while establishing sympathy for
Millie's circumstances.

The opening: The first two chapters effectively establish the story's central dynamics through
Millie's job interview and her interactions with the Winchester family. The opening successfully
introduces the main characters while hinting at underlying tensions, though it could move more
quickly to establish the romantic triangle that drives the plot.

Relatable protagonist: Both Millie and Nina function as protagonists, and both are made
sympathetic through their circumstances—Millie's homelessness and criminal record, Nina's
abuse and desperation. The story succeeds in making readers root for both women despite their
flaws and questionable choices.

Inciting incident: The inciting incident occurs when Nina is ejected from the house, setting up
the romantic relationship between Millie and Andrew. This incident is well-placed and clearly
shifts the story's direction, though the transition could be smoother to avoid feeling contrived.

Call to adventure: Millie's reluctance to get involved with Andrew despite her attraction serves
as an effective call to adventure, with her isolation and gratitude ultimately overcoming her
caution. This element works well within the story's structure.

First plot point: Andrew's decision to lock Millie in the attic room marks the clear transition from
romantic suspense to psychological thriller, occurring at approximately the 60% mark of the
narrative. This placement effectively builds reader investment before the major genre shift.

Midpoint shift: The revelation of Nina's orchestration and Millie's violent past occurs near the
story's end rather than at the midpoint, which is appropriate for a psychological thriller that relies
on hidden motivations and surprise revelations.



Second plot point: Millie's decision to reverse the power dynamic by imprisoning Andrew
serves as the second plot point, leading directly to the climactic confrontation and resolution.

Climax: Andrew's death in the attic room provides a satisfying climax that resolves the central
conflict while raising new questions about justice and consequences. The climax feels earned
given the escalating abuse and established character motivations.

Resolution: The story resolves multiple plot threads effectively, showing both women achieving
freedom while acknowledging the costs of their choices. The resolution provides closure while
maintaining moral complexity.

The story elements work together cohesively within the psychological thriller framework, building
tension through character relationships rather than external action. The three-act structure
supports the story's themes about power, survival, and the price of freedom.

Character analysis
Overview

Our Al has analyzed the characters in The Housemaid’s Secret based on their agency — what
they seem to be doing in your story rather than based on their descriptions or backstory.
Regardless of which type of novel you’re writing, the characters you create will play a crucial
role in engaging the reader. Broadly speaking, there are two types of stories:

e Plot driven, in which the story is driven mainly by action — the characters serve to
advance the plot. E.g., Gone Girl by Gillian Flynn, The Lord of the Rings by J.R.R.
Tolkien.

e Character driven, in which the story focuses more on character than plot — the plotis a
mechanism through which to develop character. Examples: Breakfast at Tiffany’s by
Truman Capote, Normal People by Sally Rooney.

After you're finished with your draft, see what Marlowe says about the major characters and see
if they need to be tweaked or some of their actions need to be reconsidered.

Analysis of your story’s characters

Strong characters drive compelling fiction by revealing themselves through actions and
decisions rather than description, avoiding predictable archetypes in favor of complex human
motivations.



Protagonist analysis

Millie Calloway serves as the primary protagonist, a 27-year-old ex-convict whose desperation
for stability makes her vulnerable to exploitation. Her character traits include fierce
independence, protective instincts, and a capacity for violence when cornered. These traits
manifest through her willingness to sleep in her car rather than accept charity, her immediate
defensive response when threatened, and her ultimate decision to turn the tables on Andrew.
Her criminal past involving the defense of a sexual assault victim establishes both her moral
code and her willingness to use deadly force, making her final actions feel consistent rather than
shocking.

Antagonist analysis

Andrew Winchester functions as the story's primary antagonist, a wealthy businessman who
uses his resources and charm to mask his sadistic nature. His character traits include superficial
charm, methodical cruelty, and an obsession with control. These manifest through his public
persona as a devoted husband and father, his systematic psychological torture techniques, and
his elaborate preparations for imprisoning victims. His ability to manipulate authorities and
maintain his reputation while committing serious crimes makes him a formidable opponent.

Narrator analysis

The story uses third-person limited perspective alternating between Millie and Nina, allowing
readers access to both women's internal experiences while maintaining narrative tension
through their limited knowledge of each other's situations.

Supporting characters analysis

Nina Winchester serves as both a secondary protagonist and catalyst, a woman whose
desperation drives her to extreme measures. Her character is defined by protective maternal
instincts, resourcefulness, and moral flexibility shaped by years of abuse. Enzo provides both
muscle and emotional support for Nina while maintaining his own moral code about protecting
women from abusive men. Cecelia represents innocence under threat, though her character
remains somewhat underdeveloped. Detective Connors serves as an agent of justice whose
personal connection to Andrew's previous victims drives his willingness to cover up the crime.

Character dynamics & character arcs

Character dynamics: The story's most compelling relationship is between Millie and Nina, two
women who never fully understand each other despite sharing the same tormentor. Their
dynamic shifts from employer-employee to victim-manipulator to co-conspirators, creating rich



tension throughout the narrative. The relationship between both women and Andrew follows
similar patterns of initial charm followed by systematic dehumanization, though the story could
strengthen these dynamics by showing more of Andrew's gradual psychological manipulation
rather than jumping quickly to extreme abuse.

Character arcs: Millie's character arc transforms her from a desperate, powerless ex-convict to
someone who reclaims agency through violence, ultimately achieving the stability she sought
through her own actions rather than dependence on others. Nina's arc is more complex, moving
from victimhood to manipulation to a form of redemption through sacrifice, though her
willingness to sacrifice Millie complicates any simple reading of her as heroic. Andrew's arc
reveals the making of a monster through his mother's abuse while showing his ultimate
destruction by the very methods he perfected. The character arcs would benefit from more
gradual development, particularly showing the psychological steps that lead each character to
their final choices.

Character development ideas

1. Develop Enzo's backstory more gradually: Rather than revealing his sister's death
and his immigration status in a single conversation, weave these details throughout the
story to make his protective instincts toward Nina feel more organic and his rejection of
Millie's advances more meaningful.

2. Give Cecelia more agency: Allow Andrew's stepdaughter to demonstrate more
awareness of the household dynamics and perhaps even contribute to the resolution,
making her feel like a real child rather than simply a plot device used to control Nina.

3. Strengthen Andrew's public persona: Show more scenes of Andrew charming
neighbors, colleagues, or authorities to better establish how he maintains his reputation
while committing crimes, making his eventual exposure more satisfying.

4. Expand Nina's neighborhood relationships: Develop her interactions with the PTA
women beyond gossip sessions to show how isolation enables abuse and how
community members can inadvertently become complicit in domestic violence.

5. Clarify Detective Connors' motivations: Provide more background on his
investigation and his decision to cover up the crime, showing the ethical conflict he
faces between justice and protecting future victims from Andrew's family's influence.

POV analysis

Point of view shifts can be challenging to manage effectively, and many beginning authors
struggle with head-hopping within scenes. The story successfully maintains clear POV by
using chapter breaks to signal perspective changes and establishing each character's voice
clearly at the beginning of each section.



The alternating third-person limited perspective between Millie and Nina works well for
building suspense while revealing different aspects of the same situation. Each character's
voice is distinct—Millie's sections focus on immediate survival and practical concerns, while
Nina's reveal the long-term psychological impact of abuse and the calculation required for
escape.

The story occasionally struggles with maintaining POV consistency, particularly in scenes
involving multiple characters where the narration drifts toward omniscience. This is most
noticeable during dinner scenes and confrontations where information about character
reactions might come from outside the established POV character's knowledge.

Revisions to consider

The story would benefit from tighter POV control in multi-character scenes, ensuring that all
observations and insights come from the established perspective character. Some of Nina's
backstory sections could be condensed or better integrated with present-action scenes to
improve narrative flow. The transitions between POV characters could be smoother,
particularly when shifting from Millie's immediate crisis to Nina's historical context, which
sometimes creates jarring tonal shifts that disrupt reader immersion.

Pacing analysis




Overview

In the graph above, Marlowe has charted the high-level pacing of The Housemaid’s Secret. This
pacing model simulates the experience readers have as they move through your narrative.
While it doesn’t show every fast-paced and slow-paced passage, the graph gives a snapshot of
the parts of your story where your readers will be turning pages most quickly (peaks) as well as
the slower moments (valleys) of foregrounding, scene setting, and the “sequels” that occur
between action scenes.

Marlowe determines pacing by considering language used, sentence length, paragraph length,
and scene length. Key changes in pace are marked by dotted vertical lines and a percentage
showing where in your story the change takes place. The graph is interactive so you should be
able to click on any point to see a text excerpt.

A graph that depicts narrative speed

If you see several valleys, that’s not a bad thing. Readers need a break between major action
scenes to assess and prepare for the next peak. A warning flag should go up if your graph
shows relatively flat pacing — most bestsellers offer a joy ride of highs and lows throughout a
story. However, keep in mind that while the plot turns graph shows the emotional rollercoaster
ride your story takes readers on, the pacing graph above doesn't measure emotion, mood, or
tone at all — it depicts the speed at which the story is moving. Note that different authors handle
different scenes with their own style and voice, so you could write a slow-paced gun battle or a
fast-paced romantic scene. Marlowe determines pacing by looking at the complexity of your
sentences from scene to scene.

You'll notice a blue tint block. This represents the full range in pacing (from fastest to slowest) in
90% of bestsellers — and when you choose a genre from the ALL BESTSELLERS dropdown
filter, it shows the range for that genre or subgenre. Whereas the narrative arc and plot turns
graphs show a lavender tint block to indicate the range of tone and mood, this tint block shows
how quickly readers are likely turning the pages based on what’s happening in the story.

It's important to point out what Marlowe is not looking at: time frames. A romance, mystery, or
science fiction novel might unfold over a number of weeks, months, even years. But some
genres, such as thrillers, often demand a compressed time frame (you know, the ticking clock
thing). Marlowe is thinking about your pacing not based on the calendar but rather on your
writing. Faster-paced scenes usually contain shorter sentences, more action verbs, crisper
dialogue. Slower scenes contain more description, texture, background. A mix of both is good.

Even a veteran author who has published multiple titles can benefit from a deep dive into
pacing. Just keep in mind there is no ideal shape of a pacing graph, though you may want to
compare yours to titles by bestselling authors you admire.



Pacing analysis of your story

Pacing controls the rhythm of storytelling by balancing action scenes with quieter character
development moments, ensuring readers stay engaged without becoming exhausted by
constant intensity or bored by extended exposition.

The story's pacing works well during the central imprisonment sequences, where the confined
setting naturally creates urgency while detailed psychological torture scenes allow readers to
fully experience the characters' desperation. However, the pacing becomes uneven when
transitioning between present action and extensive backstory sections, particularly Nina's
marriage history, which interrupts forward momentum despite providing important context.

The opening chapters move too quickly through Millie's employment and integration into the
household, missing opportunities to build suspense about the Winchester family's true nature.
Conversely, some of the repeated torture scenes could be condensed to maintain their impact
without becoming repetitive.

Suggestions for faster pacing

e Nina's backstory sections: Condense the extensive marriage history exposition
and integrate it more gradually throughout the present action rather than presenting it
in large blocks.

e Opening employment period: Accelerate the initial job interview and household
integration scenes to reach the central conflict more quickly while maintaining
necessary character establishment.

e Repetitive torture sequences: Tighten some of Andrew's punishment scenes to
maintain their psychological impact without exhausting readers with similar
scenarios.

Suggestions for slower pacing

e Andrew's character development: Spend more time showing his gradual
psychological manipulation before jumping to extreme abuse, making his transformation
feel more realistic and terrifying.

e Millie and Nina's final confrontation: Expand the scene where both women
acknowledge their shared experience and decide how to handle Andrew's death, giving
proper weight to this crucial emotional moment.

e Resolution aftermath: Develop the consequences of Andrew's death more thoroughly,
showing how both women process their trauma and plan their futures beyond the
immediate crisis.



Conflict analysis
Overview

Conflict — both external and internal — is central to effective storytelling. Used properly, conflict
(when combined with character and other key elements) can propel a novel onto the bestseller
list. But you can't just pile on the conflict with no let-up, even if you're writing a high-stakes
thriller.

As James Scott Bell notes in Conflict & Suspense, our goal as authors is to keep readers
engaged through tension and resolution. Bestselling plots alternate between intense conflict and
quieter moments where characters regroup and move closer to their goals.

In his seminal book Scene and Sequel, Dwight Swain laid out the general rule that
action-packed scenes should be followed by reflective moments that allow characters
to process events and plan their next steps. These “sequels” could be as short as a
couple of paragraphs or as long as a scene. It's a way to let the story breathe.

Fiction University founder Janice Hardy emphasizes this structure: Each scene should follow a
pattern of Goal > Conflict > Result, followed by Reaction > Reflection > Decision. Have you
done so in your story?

Our Al has analyzed the main sources of conflict in The Housemaid’s Secret and has identified
the main sources of conflict in the storyline and the major shifts in emotional polarity. We end
with a short "brainstorming" session focusing on opportunities to enhance the narrative drive.

Conflict in your story

Conflict drives compelling storytelling by creating obstacles that force characters to make
difficult choices, revealing their true nature through both external challenges and internal
struggles.

The story successfully employs multiple layers of conflict that maintain tension throughout the
narrative:

1. External survival conflict: Millie's immediate physical imprisonment and torture creates
urgent external stakes that drive the plot forward.

2. Psychological manipulation conflict: Andrew's systematic attempts to break down
both women's sense of reality and self-worth provides ongoing tension.

3. Moral complexity conflict: Both protagonists face ethical dilemmas about using
violence and deception to achieve freedom, creating internal conflict that deepens their
characters.

4. Class and power conflict: The economic disparity between the Winchesters and both
women limits their options and shapes their strategies for survival.

5. Maternal protection conflict: Nina's desperate need to protect Cecelia drives many of
her choices and creates secondary conflicts about acceptable sacrifices.



The story maintains strong, sustained conflict that clearly illuminates each character's
personality strengths and flaws. Millie's willingness to endure punishment rather than submit
reveals her stubborn independence, while Nina's elaborate manipulation shows how abuse can
corrupt victims into perpetrators. The stakes are clearly defined—both women face potential
death or lifetime imprisonment—and these consequences feel real throughout the story. The
conflict escalates naturally toward the climax as Andrew's punishments become more severe
and the women's options become more desperate. The internal conflicts are credible and
deepen reader understanding of how trauma shapes behavior and moral reasoning.

Narrative drive

Narrative drive is crucial for maintaining reader engagement, and as James Patterson notes in
his masterclass, it's about parceling out information to keep readers asking questions while
maintaining emotional connection to the protagonist. This means avoiding information dumps
that reveal too much too quickly, ensuring character motivations remain urgent and compelling,
and constantly raising new questions through mystery, conflict, or suspense.

The story demonstrates strong narrative drive through its mystery structure, gradually revealing
the true nature of the Winchester household while maintaining uncertainty about each
character's ultimate intentions. The confined setting creates immediate urgency while the
shifting power dynamics ensure that resolutions to one conflict immediately create new
complications.

However, the narrative drive weakens during extensive backstory sections, particularly Nina's
marriage history, where the pacing slows significantly as exposition replaces forward
momentum. These sections, while important for understanding character motivations,
sometimes feel disconnected from the immediate crisis driving the main plot.

The story succeeds in maintaining emotional engagement with both protagonists through their
shared experiences of powerlessness and abuse, making readers invested in their survival and
freedom. Questions about Nina's true intentions and Millie's ultimate choices sustain reader
curiosity throughout the narrative.

Ideas to intensify the conflict

1. Increase Andrew's investigation of Millie: Have Andrew discover pieces of Millie's
criminal past gradually, allowing him to use this knowledge to increase psychological
pressure before resorting to physical imprisonment.

2. Develop law enforcement complications: Introduce early contact with police or
parole officers that establishes how Andrew's wealth and connections could be used
against Millie, raising the stakes of any confrontation.



3. Strengthen community isolation: Show more clearly how Andrew has
systematically isolated both women from potential allies, making their eventual
cooperation feel more necessary and dramatic.

4. Expand the timeline conflict: Create more immediate deadlines, such as Cecelia's
return from camp or scheduled visits from Andrew's parents, that force characters to
act within specific timeframes rather than allowing indefinite imprisonment.

The importance of narrative tension

Emotional valence shifts are crucial for maintaining dynamic storytelling, as scenes must
develop narrative tension rather than simply presenting a series of events. In How to Write
a Damn Good Novel, James Frey writes, "Many books have scenes that don't shift
valences. They never turn. When a scene doesn't turn, it's not a scene." Every scene
should advance either plot or emotional engagement, avoiding static filler content.

The manuscript generally handles tonal shifts effectively, moving between hope and
despair, safety and danger, trust and betrayal. The overall emotional temperature runs
cold with dread, punctuated by moments of warmth (Millie and Andrew's night together)
that make the inevitable betrayal more devastating. The Gothic atmosphere maintains
consistent unease while allowing for variations in intensity.

Notable shifts in tone or emotion

Nina's ejection scene: The apparent triumph of Andrew choosing Millie over Nina shifts
dramatically when readers later understand this was orchestrated manipulation rather than
romantic victory.

Millie's first night of imprisonment: The scene shifts from desperate confusion to grim
determination as Millie realizes the systematic nature of Andrew's abuse and begins
planning her response.

Power reversal in the attic: The emotional dynamic completely inverts when Millie turns
the pepper spray on Andrew, shifting from victim narrative to revenge thriller in a single
moment.

Nina's return: The confrontation between the two women shifts from potential conflict to
unexpected alliance as they recognize their shared experience and mutual need for
protection.

Detective Connors' revelation: The final twist shifts the story from crime thriller to social
justice narrative as institutional corruption becomes complicit in covering up domestic
abuse.



Suggestions for increased emotional polarity

1. Add moments of genuine warmth between Nina and Cecelia to contrast with the horror,
making stakes more emotionally resonant. Currently their relationship feels functional rather
than loving, which diminishes the impact of Nina's sacrifices for her daughter.

2. Include a scene where Andrew shows authentic vulnerability before revealing his sadism,
making the betrayal more shocking. Perhaps during their night together he could share a
genuine trauma that later gets twisted into his justification for abuse.

3. Vary the emotional tone of torture sequences to avoid numbing readers. Alternate between
physical suffering, psychological manipulation, and moments of false hope where Millie thinks
she might escape, creating more dynamic progression.

4. Develop a scene showing Millie experiencing joy or accomplishment in her housekeeping role
before everything goes wrong. This would create stronger contrast with later horror and help
readers connect with her beyond her suffering.

5. Add complexity to Nina's orchestration scenes by showing moments of doubt or guilt about
using Millie. This would create internal conflict and emotional shifts within scenes that currently
play as purely strategic, deepening her character arc toward redemption.

Theme analysis
Primary and secondary themes

The primary theme of the story is the corrupting nature of power and the extreme
measures people will take to survive systematic abuse. This theme is represented through
Andrew's escalating control methods, Nina's moral compromises to protect herself and her
daughter, and Millie's ultimate choice to use violence as liberation.

Secondary themes include:

1. The complicity of communities in domestic abuse: How wealth, social status,
and institutional connections allow abusers to operate with impunity while victims
are dismissed as mentally unstable or untrustworthy.

2. The cycle of trauma and violence: How abuse victims can become perpetrators
when driven to desperate measures, and how trauma shapes moral reasoning and
decision-making.

3. Class dynamics and vulnerability: How economic desperation makes people
vulnerable to exploitation and limits their options for escape or justice.



Theme development

The major theme of power corruption emerges early through Nina's erratic behavior and
Andrew's controlling comments about her appearance, gradually revealing itself as systematic
abuse rather than mental iliness. As the plot unfolds, the theme develops through Millie's
parallel experience, showing how Andrew's methods are calculated and practiced rather than
spontaneous cruelty.

The secondary themes support the primary theme by showing how abuse operates within larger
social systems. The neighborhood women's gossip about Nina's mental health illustrates how
communities protect abusers by pathologizing victims, while the class differences between
Millie and the Winchesters demonstrate how economic vulnerability enables exploitation. The
corruption theme culminates in Detective Connors' decision to cover up the murder, showing
how even justice can be corrupted when it serves a larger moral purpose.

Revisions to consider

How to strengthen the theme

1. Develop more scenes showing how Andrew's wealth and connections protect him from
consequences, illustrating the institutional support systems that enable domestic abuse.

2. Expand the aftermath to show how both women continue to struggle with the
psychological effects of trauma, demonstrating that survival doesn't equal healing.

3. Strengthen the parallel between Nina's and Millie's experiences by showing more
explicitly how abuse follows predictable patterns regardless of the victim's background.

4. Add scenes showing community members actively choosing to ignore warning signs,
illustrating how social complicity enables abuse.

5. Develop the theme of moral corruption more clearly by showing how both women's
survival strategies compromise their ethical standards in ways that extend beyond the
immediate crisis.

Author voice

The author demonstrates strong command of the Psychological Thriller genre, effectively
building suspense while maintaining reader empathy for morally complex characters. The
writing successfully creates an atmosphere of increasing dread while balancing multiple
perspectives and timelines. The voice is confident and assured, particularly during the
imprisonment sequences where the confined setting and escalating tension create genuine
psychological horror.



The storytelling maintains consistent tension throughout the narrative, though it occasionally
becomes didactic when delivering exposition about abuse dynamics or character backgrounds.
The author shows particular skill in depicting the psychological effects of systematic abuse and
the ways trauma shapes decision-making and moral reasoning.

Prose style

The prose style is clear and accessible, appropriate for the thriller genre while maintaining
literary sophistication. The writing effectively uses short, tense sentences during action
sequences and longer, more complex sentences during character reflection scenes, creating
appropriate rhythm for different narrative needs.

The author demonstrates good control of point of view, though some sections drift toward
omniscience during multi-character scenes. The description is generally effective, particularly in
creating the claustrophobic atmosphere of the attic room and the deceptive luxury of the
Winchester estate.

One area for improvement is the tendency to over-explain character motivations through internal
monologue rather than allowing readers to infer psychological states through action and
dialogue. Some passages could be tightened by cutting redundant emotional descriptions or
combining related ideas into stronger, more focused sentences.

The dialogue feels natural and age-appropriate for the characters, though it occasionally
becomes exposition-heavy when delivering backstory information. The author effectively uses
regional speech patterns and class differences to distinguish character voices.

The story maintains good narrative flow despite the complex timeline structure, though
transitions between present action and backstory could be smoother. Some chapters end on
forced cliffhangers that feel manipulative rather than organic to the story's development.

The writing shows confidence in handling dark subject matter without becoming gratuitous or
exploitative. The author treats the abuse sequences with appropriate gravity while maintaining
the thriller genre's entertainment value.



Other sections

In addition to the sections above, the Author Dashboard also contains Marlowe’s analysis
in these sections:

Dialogue vs. narrative (including dialogue tags)

Readability score and complexity score

Setting analysis

Novelty and variations in chapter openings & closings

Active vs. passive voice examples & suggested alternatives
Cliches finder and Select Comps option

Explicit language and content and Select Comps option
Repetitive phrases finder and Select Comps option
Repetitive adverbs

Repetitive adjectives

Misspellings finder

Dissonance: Revisions to consider, inconsistent plot threads, unlikely character
actions, efc.

Story structure: Frameworks, templates, and tropes by genre
Final review checklist

Head to https://authors.ai/author-dashboard for Marlowe’s full analysis of your work.
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