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Dedicated to my cozy mystery students, you guys are the best!

Indie Writer’s Workshops with Natasha C. Sass:

If you are looking for community and support in your writing, please check us out. These courses dive deeper into each aspect of storytelling, helping students achieve reader-favorite cozies in less time.
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Novel Workshop: https://the-indie-writers-workshop.teachable.com/p/cozy-mystery-novel-workshop

Novella Workshop: https://the-indie-writers-workshop.teachable.com/p/halloween-cozy-novella-workshop
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WHAT WRITERS HAVE TO SAY


What cozy mystery writers have to say about Natasha’s Cozy Mystery Workshops:

Since I was in your first novella writing workshop last year, I went from not knowing what to do to publishing my first book, creating two reader magnets (one is going in an anthology first), and getting my email list going (3000+ right now).

Tam Lumière

I loved this course. I've been writing historical mystery/cozy mystery for several years and for the first time, I have not struggled with developing a concise outline for my books in such a short period of time. Spending just a few weeks in Natasha Sass's Cozy Mystery Writing Workshop provided me with the information I needed to develop a well-rounded storyline. Natasha's method will have you writing well-plotted cozy mysteries in record time! I highly recommend this course.

Kari Bovée

I've found that once the structure and the story world are set up, it frees me to be more creative during the writing. I love how Natasha dives deep but keeps it simple.

I’ve been publishing romances for more than thirty years, and this is the best explanation of plot I’ve ever seen.

Carolyn Greene

As a pantser, Natasha’s Cozy Novella Course helped me find a way to incorporate more upfront planning into my writing without being too confining or taking away the fun of discovery writing. The best part? Within a month, I had a brand-new novella in my series.

Brook Peterson

Natasha is so knowledgeable about how to write a cozy mystery. She is patient and helps you work through any issues you may be stuck on in your book. Plus, the class is kind of like a small family. It's so much fun to meet with other authors and hold each other accountable!

Stella Bixby

I am a plotter, and I had been hoping it would help me strengthen my plotting skills. It did! Many things that I had done intuitively or by sitting at my computer thinking, “What would happen next in Father Brown?” I understand much better. I now know why they need to happen and how to use them more effectively. Yesterday, I came up with the premise of my next story, my suspects, and victims 1 and 2. Most importantly, I feel confident it will be a strong story!

Sally Bayless


WHY THIS BOOK WILL WORK FOR YOU


This book is a compilation of cozy mystery genre research, boiled down into the necessary components to make a great story. I used this information to create a workbook for myself that helped me generate book after book in a very short period of time. After seeing how successful it was for me, I created a workshop for fellow authors, which yielded the same results for them.

I now share it with you.

I want to share how I create cozies and help writers get a firm grasp on story structure.

My goal for my workshops is to bring fellow cozy writers together and introduce them to the awesome community we've built. The workshops let you meet and form relationships with authors doing the same thing as you, sharing stories. From the courses, I've seen critique groups formed, daily writing accountability groups created, group marketing events organized, even get-togethers. So, if this book, and its method, speaks to you, join us in one of our workshops, meet your fellow authors, and become a part of this awesome cozy community. We would love to have you.

I think it's important to note that this book will show you one singular way to write a cozy mystery novel. It is not the only way. I wanted to create something I could use over and over again and not have to guess "what's next?" every time I sat down.

This is a drilled-down structure that I know works for readers. I’ve learned this from experience. What makes your story different, even when you repeat the process over and over, is the YOU that you put in your story. Your level of creativity. Your skill at mastering the audience’s desires.

This book will give you a foundation you can build on. Do you want a guide to get you up and writing right away? That's what I wanted, and it’s why I created this book for you.

So put some tea on. Get cozy and let me walk you step-by-step. This can help you get a reader magnet, a novel, and a series up and running…faster than you would've guessed. I'll give you guidance along with examples to show why this works and how you can get this to work for you, too.

Before we move on, I just want to mention I have built this book in a certain order because each step will set the next in motion, and so on. This is what I have found works the fastest and easiest for me while building my books.
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Which came first, the cozy or the book?

Of all the genres out there, you might ask, why cozy mystery?

Looking back on my life, it's really easy for me to see how I've come full circle and chosen cozy mystery, but when I was living it, it didn't appear obvious.

I worked in the traditional children's market for a number of years, a frustratingly long number of years. And then I moved over to young adult (YA) dystopian fiction. My good friend, Heather Kelly, with whom I had worked at conferences, and I decided to co-author a YA dystopian series. We took classes, we examined the market, and did tons of research. We were ready to go. We outlined three books and then wrote a book and a half together before 2019. It was a great dystopian story about the aftermath of a pandemic.

You see where this is going, right??

Suddenly we were inside an actual pandemic.

Our desire to stay in that brain space as we wrote these books ceased right then and there.

As quarantine started, I desperately needed something to keep me busy besides struggling with my children and their online schoolwork. I couldn't go back to writing dystopian.

I lost myself in my favorite TV shows, like Psych, which I watched a million times. This show gave me so much fun and joy. I wanted to be able to write like that.

I wanted to be able to give readers the same experience, along with the satisfaction of solving a puzzle at the end of the story. And that’s when I had the realization, I needed to change genres.

It's no small feat to switch the genre in which you write. But I love a challenge, and I love breaking down complex things into pieces, much like a good mystery.

Writing a great mystery, a solid puzzle for a reader, was all of a sudden a really exciting challenge. But I needed to learn how to do it. I had read cozy novels, but everyone had their own way of doing it.

That's when I scoured the internet and pulled out all the stops. I figured out how to create this template for myself so I could write books people would love and enjoy during a time when we needed it the most. I was writing for myself, too. I needed something fun on which to focus my writing time, my me-time.

The template I created became my go-to method to create my stories, and I know it can help you, too.

I have had over 100 students in the past year who have used this outline to write their own stories. The wonderful thing about it is you can mold it to your own style of writing. In the end, you will have a solidly plotted story.

Once you find the cozy world you want to live in, you'll have more fun creating your stories because the template takes away all of those challenging structure decisions and gives you the freedom to focus on the multitude of other things that make stories great.

I want this for you, the peace of mind that comes from knowing your story is solid. With this template, you can play around with your characters, your setting, and build those into a fabulous story readers will love.

But even more, this book will help make writing cozy mystery stories fun and easier than it was before, so you can spend more time in the creative space and less time in the weeds.
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Hi, I'm Natasha C. Sass. The C is in there because if I smoosh my name together into a website, it reminds people more of a kinky dating profile than a website about learning systems on writing.

I'm one of those writers who always wanted to be a writer. When I was six, I read Little House on the Prairie and once I realized Laura Ingalls actually wrote the book, I knew I had to be a writer. Later, I found out Laura Ingalls’s daughter, Rose, had editorial experience and was probably the one cleaning up her manuscripts. But hey, we all need editors in our lives.

As I mentioned, I'm one of those people who likes to learn new things and break them down into smaller pieces for better understanding. I did this daily in a corporate job where I was handed a software application, told to learn it, and then a week or two later I would have to teach it.

I love teaching.

As mentioned, for a number of years, I originally wrote children’s fiction, frustratingly trying to get into the traditional market. While I loved writing middle grade and young adult, I wasn't having fun at it anymore. And if there's one thing I've learned when it comes to writing books, it is that you need to enjoy what you’re doing. If you're having fun, the readers will have fun along with you, and you can continue this path of producing books one after the other, creating series readers can't wait to devour.

I became obsessed with cozy mysteries before I knew what they were. Television was my first introduction. I became obsessed with Psych written by Steve Franks, as I mentioned before, starring James Roday Rodriguez and Dule Hill. (OMG Dule Hill in Holes…middle grade for the win.)

Watching the shows, I experienced an entire cozy mystery format in 40 minutes. If you repeat this over and over across 118 episodes and eight seasons, you can get a very clear idea of what is expected in a cozy mystery. Thankfully, Steve Franks followed the criteria for cozy mystery very closely. These episodes answered any question I had about how to write and finish a cozy mystery.

But my research didn't stop there. The book is always better, as they say, so I began reading cozy mystery novels. One distinct difference in the novel is the protagonist is predominantly a woman instead of a man. Why? Maybe because a majority of the audience is made up of women? I don't know, but I also know if you are writing to market, don't make it hard on yourself. Follow all the tropes as exactly as you can and then when you build a following of readers you can change it up.

Unless, of course, you have a high concept idea you want to test out. But high concept is another conversation we can have. Probably in another book.

I was always obsessed with outlining. There is something about the structure that I love. Cozy mysteries were no different. I scrolled through a ton of websites and blogs, read all the how-to books specific to cozy mysteries, and then I sat down and created my own workbook. I did this because I have learned my memory is like Swiss cheese. I could do all of this research, learn all of this stuff, and put it in my brain, but it would hardly stay there for very long. Maybe the duration of writing one book, but multiple books? No. So I wrote down all the information because I knew I needed to repeat this process for a minimum of three or four books. Cozy readers love lots of books. We'll touch on that later.

After creating a workbook, I began using it, while tweaking and optimizing it. And to this day, I still use it to create my novels and novellas.

If you are a workbook person and want to use it alongside this book, you can purchase it here: https://the-indie-writers-workshop.teachable.com/p/my-downloadable-novelworkbook

Like I said, I love teaching, so I created The Cozy Mystery Novella Workshop, which ended up being so much fun that I continued to teach it. I’ve found nothing is quite as enjoyable as writing a cozy with fellow cozy authors.

I’m not planning on stopping here but will continue to create systems for authors that help simplify the publishing journey that we are all on together.

Systems like this workshop help you to repeat the process of writing a book consistently. Thus, creating the experience a reader is looking for each time they open the cover of your book.

Some of you might think that repeating the same process over and over would become boring or repetitive, but using this framework actually allows you to become more creative with your stories and spend more time having fun with your characters instead of using up your energy editing for pacing or for structure. So, let's go have some fun and outline a mystery. Cozy style.


WHAT YOU’LL FIND INSIDE


Here is how I’ve set this book up similar to my workshops.

I’ll open each chapter with a description of the information I’ll share. This information is the next step in creating your cozy mystery novel. At the end of the chapter will be an action item for you to take outside of this book and apply it to your writing process.

If I’ve done this right, you should be able to work through this book step by step and as you do, you will create your novel, step-by-step. You will always know what comes next.

We’ll cover the following to write your novel:

Step 1: Research your sub-genre

Step 2: Pre-work - Main and recurring character building

Step 3: Backdrop - What it is and why it’s an important step to inform you as you build your story

Step 4: The list of Icing - The secret sauce, the butter, the icing-on-top list of magic that makes readers come back for more

Step 5: Subplot - Brainstorming and understanding how to create and use a subplot

Step 6: Motive – Selecting the reason behind the crimes

Step 7: Suspects - Learning how to interconnect their relationships to make story creation even easier

Step 8: Red Herrings and Clues - The different types and how to place and use them

Step 9: The 4-act structure: Plot Points and Pinch Points

Step 10: Setting up Scrivener or other tools to help with organization

Step 11: Let’s start writing: Act 1 - the Inciting Incident and the Big Push - a description of the early chapters and what they should contain

Step 12: Act 2 - Interviews, subplots, and the wrong conclusion

Step 13: Act 3 - The setback, the crisis, and the ticking clock

Step 14: Act 4 - Setting up the finale for a satisfying ending

Step 15: Plan your series - an easy hack to get creative

Here are some of the themes and elements we’ll cover in this book:

	What constitutes the genre of cozy mystery fiction

	How to create characters readers will love

	How to build your story using examples from TV and cozy mystery novel excerpts inside this book

	The importance of subplot, and what it really is versus storylines

	The Backdrop of the story

	Universal Fun or Icing in cozy mysteries and why cozy readers really love it

	Motives, suspects, and the importance of secrets, lies, and alibis

	The 4-act structure and pacing of each aspect of the mystery inside each of those acts, breaking it down scene by scene
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It’s not enough to write a decent and well-paced cozy mystery, though. In order to make a splash with fans, you have to hit genre expectations to captivate your readers. So much so that they turn to their friend and say, “You HAVE to read this book.”

Here, I’ll teach you what you need to understand, and what to write in order to attract ravenous fans who read through your entire series: How to create characters readers will love. How to world-build a vibrant Backdrop and community to showcase your story. How to create well-paced storylines and subplots (two very different things).

We’ll talk about those all-important details that cozy mystery readers love, details that make your story different from all the others, but still fit perfectly within the cozy genre. I’ll show you how to use red herrings and clues, secrets, lies, and alibis.

Then we will discuss the 4-act structure and pacing of each aspect of the mystery inside each of those acts, breaking it down scene by scene. Finally, we’ll cover aspects of creating shortcuts to success that get our series into the hands of readers.

Sound like a lot? Don’t worry. We’ll attack each thing one by one, together, in a step-by-step way. And we’ll have lots of examples to get your ideas flowing smoothly. Do you have to put in the time to write the words? Yes. But I promise, this book is about making it easier and more fun than it’s been before.
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The Cozy Novel Workshops run for five weeks. You can use the five-week structure while you work through this book as well—I’ve tried it; it works. Week one is for research and brainstorming, and each subsequent week is for writing each of the four acts. You can follow this model and get your cozy novel finished in five weeks and ready for an editor!

Great structure makes for a great story. Your writing skills will improve over time, that’s inevitable. Starting with solid structure and pacing ensure your earliest work is still a solid story for your reader. Let’s Go!


PART I



THE BUILDING BLOCKS FOR CREATING A COZY MYSTERY


1


UNDERSTANDING THE COZY GENRE


“Take pictures. Not of sights. Don’t take pictures of buildings. Take pictures of moments, because that’s what matters.” —Shawn Spencer, Psych Season 5: One, Maybe Two, Ways Out

First things first. It's important to define what a cozy is. If you're already an experienced cozy author, you are probably tempted to skip this chapter. I would be. I skip all the stuff I think I don't need. Until I realize I need it.

So even if you are an experienced author, take at least a moment to skim through this section. There might be a nugget you don't realize you need, or at the very least, it will confirm you're doing everything right.

Right. Wrong. It's your book with your writing, and you can do whatever you want inside your pages. But if you want your books to be enjoyed by readers, it's really important to understand who your audience is.

Yes, as authors we each have our own unique audience, but a cozy audience expects certain things to happen inside a book labeled cozy mystery.

Let's start with the things they don't want to see in a cozy mystery:

	curse words

	graphic violence

	graphic description of any kind

	the actual crime, if violent

	any harm coming to any animal

	any harm coming to any child or vulnerable adult



This book is about the most direct way to write a cozy your fans will love. So, I'm going to avoid the gray areas. Do some cozy authors swear in their books? Yes. But I don’t recommend doing it. Why make the process harder for yourself than it needs to be? I'm all about pressing the easy button.

If a cozy mystery book was rated on the movie film rating system, it would be rated G or PG, even though most cozies include a murder. The characters don’t swear, animals are never harmed, and there is no gore at all.

It’s really about the language you use in your description, too. If you’re reading a wide range of cozies in your subgenre (you should do this) then you’ll have an idea of the style.

Another important distinction of cozy readers, besides the G to PG rating, is that they love the episodic nature of a cozy series. So just imagine your books are an episode on TV. Trust me, this has helped me hugely in writing my series.

The main character’s arc in episodic fiction is usually flatter than other genres. That's not to say your character can't grow. I think the best stories always have character growth. By relatively flat, I mean slow gradual change over time. Episodic fiction holds a much longer path for a character before anything drastic changes. So, take your time. No big life changes. You want your series to continue in a similar fashion as long as your readers keep reading it.

Look at your product as a series, not as individual books (reminder that each novel should be a completed mystery). Cozy mystery readers love series. This makes standalone books challenging to market.

How to appeal to your readers right out of the gate? Set yourself up to write three or four books and then gradually publish them. You won't see much movement on book one until multiple books are published after it. Always have a marketing plan, and this is the first part of it. Besides “always be writing your next book” especially in cozies, be mentally prepared to write a number of books first before you publish. It's very hard to watch book one sit there on Amazon and other platforms languishing with few reviews and few purchases. Cozy readers won’t invest in a series unless they know other books will follow. Often cozy readers are voracious readers, taking in a ton of books in a short amount of time, so be prepared to build trust with your readers by publishing at least three in quick succession, between 1 month to no more than 90 days.

Along that vein, when you publish book one and you have an understanding of your process and timeline, put book two, three, and four up for preorders to reassure your prospective readers that additional books are planned. Note: I cannot do this, the idea of a hard deadline freezes my brain. I’ve tried it and have had to cancel preorders. My own method is to write the first draft completely, then put up the preorder while I finish revisions. Sometimes it takes trial and error to find your process. Don’t be afraid of this.

Expect that some readers will wait for even more books to be published in your series before giving it a try. Think about how many seasons of a show you want to have on your streaming services before you start to watch. We’re solidly in the era of story-binging, and this has carried over to book-reading practices as well. Like I said, push the easy button. The easy button in this case means you write three to four books first and then publish them because this will give you steady attention from readers.
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Research your subgenre

You have already chosen your genre: cozy mysteries; now it's time to narrow this down.

What is sub-genre?

Sub-genre are the smaller buckets, or categories, inside of cozy mystery, and it’s important you have an understanding of them before you begin.

Readers inside the cozy category can be very picky. Traditional cozy readers might occasionally read about a talking cat, ghost, or psychic, but most won’t want to see a witch or other paranormal creature inside their stories.

The same might be said about historical cozies. Certain time periods sell better than others, and these readers may also be turned off by anything paranormal…or even a talking cat.

Then there is the paranormal cozy genre. These readers are more flexible and may enjoy contemporary cozies but are ravenous readers when it comes to witches, magic, and talking cats.

I say “may” because there will always be readers who read every subgenre. My goal though is to help you find your largest audience for your books.

I always want to write what I love. Readers can tell when a writer is not enjoying themselves. While I want to make sure I enjoy what I’m writing, I do begin my research with the market/audience first, and find what I love inside that space. What sub-genre is selling really well right now? Don’t push yourself to write in that sub-genre if it’s not your cup of tea, but if you love that sub-genre, go for it.

This decision can be one of the harder parts of getting started, but it's also one of the most important. The deeper you dive into this question, the better off you'll be. Now ask yourself, do I love this? Or this? What excites me? What lights a fire inside my soul?

This is your choice for subgenre.

As of this writing, the following sub-genres of cozy mystery exist on Amazon (always expect change, but these have been stable for a few years):

Mystery, Thriller & Suspense> Mystery> Cozy Animal Mysteries

Mystery, Thriller & Suspense> Mystery> Cozy Craft & Hobby Mysteries

Mystery, Thriller & Suspense> Mystery> Cozy Culinary Mysteries

Historical Mystery - is considered a sub-genre of Mystery, just like Cozy is considered a sub-genre of Mystery. (So that actually makes Animal, Craft, and Culinary sub-sub-genre, but let’s not make it more confusing.)

The following categories are where you can find Paranormal Cozies

Mystery, Thriller & Suspense> Suspense> Paranormal> Psychics

Mystery, Thriller & Suspense> Suspense> Paranormal> Werewolves & Shifters

Mystery, Thriller & Suspense> Suspense> Paranormal> Vampires

Mystery, Thriller & Suspense> Suspense> Paranormal

The next step is to analyze the Amazon best-selling lists for that sub-genre. And start reading. But this isn't leisurely reading I'm talking about. This is analytical reading. I want you to take notes on each book you read. Find the similarities and write them down. Then I want you to go to the reviews for these top books.

Read through the reviews and find what the readers are crazy about. And what they dislike. Make notes on this as well. Once you've done this for at least ten books, you will have a good understanding of what the sub-genre audience is looking for and what really makes them pick a book out of the hundreds they could choose.

This information is like magic. But it's also something that changes over time, which is why I can't spell this out for you here. This is definitely something you have to do for yourself and for your own writing career. If you switch sub-genres, start again. The most successful authors I know, the ones that make thousands of dollars a month, are the ones that have researched well past 20-30 books. It's a bit of work but if you love your sub-genre, you're going to love reading and taking the notes. Have fun!

Exercise to research your sub-genre

	Head over to Amazon and search the top 100 books in cozy mystery and your sub-genre.

	Pull this list every week for one month. There are a number of drawbacks to using Amazon as your only source of data for this (category issues, promotions, sales, Amazon doing their own experiments), so also check out cozies in your public library, and other electronic distributors.

	Select 10 to 20 books at the top of the chart to read them all and take notes. Avoid books that are obviously highly ranked because of a sale or promotion (are they at 99¢ or free; now watch the pricing over a week’s time, has it changed?). I have also used my Audible account for this and listened to the books while taking notes. This can be really helpful. Also, I’m a notoriously slow reader so audio helps me get through the books faster as well.



Notes should include every similarity that you see in 20 of the top books.

	Things like (I’m making this stuff up, so be sure to create your own list):

	If all the books in this subgenre that are doing well, involve a bakery, or food shop

	If all the top books contain a talking cat

	If all the top books contain a tension-filled relationship with an authority figure, etc.



Notes should also include each thing that is different. I’m also making this up so be sure to do your own research:

	This book is different because it’s about a brewery instead of a bakery

	This book has multiple sidekicks

	The tension-relationship is with a family member rather than an authority figure.



Examine each book’s reviews for reasons why the readers love the books and what readers mentioned they disliked. Create this list of likes and dislikes with your notes and keep them by your side as you formulate your plan for your next series.

Point of View

POV is somewhat flexible in the cozy mystery genre. I’ve seen third person, past tense, and first person present and past tense. Read the books in your subgenre and note what POV the majority of books are written in. If I were coaching a new author I would say start with first person, past tense. This can be the easiest way to put immediacy and emotion on the page. But if this doesn’t work for you and your subgenre is in another POV, do what works for you and your readers.

During the remainder of this book, you should continue to read in your sub-genre and pick up any nuggets of wisdom that you find.
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CHARACTERS


Shawn: “Come on, let's hug it out.”

Lassiter: “I would rather learn to play the harp.”

— Carlton Lassiter, Psych, Season 6: This Episode Sucks

Now that you have a good knowledge of your audience and what they expect when they open your book, we can continue to the next section where we’ll cover the pre-work for your story.

Creating the perfect cozy gang

Pre-writing is a step we all take whether we think so or not. Sometimes it’s all in your head and it takes a few weeks to stew up your ideas. Or you can sit down with my sleuth worksheet and write it all out. Download your worksheet from the link in the exercise section.

Foundation Characters and Setting

	A fabulous sleuth

	An internal issue of the sleuth’s to solve

	A special skill for your sleuth

	A community-centered job for your sleuth

	A great sidekick

	A fascinating authority figure

	A cozy community



Variable Characters

	Suspects 4-6

	Antagonist/murderer



To create a world your readers would like to return to again and again, it's important to build a strong foundation. This begins with your core characters, including your sleuth and the community in which they play roles.

I created a worksheet for use in my workshops, but you can do this brainstorming with a notebook and a pen.

When you create characters, especially ones you're going to live with for a series, you don't necessarily want to take the first thing off the top of your head for their character traits. But this doesn't need to take a lot of time either. What's important is that you brainstorm and come up with multiple concepts and ideas and choose your favorite and most fun versions. This will ensure you create characters who are memorable and ones you will enjoy writing about across numerous episodes/books.

Sleuth

For cozy novels more often than not our sleuth will be a woman. I found age ranges can vary from new adult to middle-age and beyond. So, you can build your character with some flexibility.

Pet peeve – our sleuth can have a pet peeve and/or quirks that give her some character. Go ahead and list these out. Try to come up with 10 different quirks or pet peeves: some really zany, some more subdued. But get creative, circle the ones you really like or ones that will be the most fun.

Next come up with a personal reason our sleuth feels the need to solve cases. If you find something specific now, it can help you across the books in the future. I had to create a new idea for each of my early books about why this sleuth would be compelled to solve the crime. You can do this too, it's just harder. It's up to you. The easiest way to do this is to create a drive that the sleuth already has. Eventually, I landed on the fact my lead character wanted to be better at something than her famous sister; she wanted to be really good at solving mysteries. This helped explain why my sleuth had the drive to get mixed up in all the crazy situations a good mystery creates.

Let's talk about our sleuth. I don't think any character can be more important to a series than the sleuth in a cozy mystery. You need to come up with your own Hercule Poirot, Miss Marple, or Shawn Spencer character that changes slowly and yet delights every single time.

So, you are tasked with the job of creating characters your readers are going to adore for multiple books but also a character you find intriguing enough you won't get bored writing them over and over again. Keep this in mind.

Just an aside, make sure your sleuth remains proactive in the story. Force her to make decisions. Don’t let a single thing fall into her lap and don’t let anyone rescue her. Sure, they can come to her aid, but she has to do these things for herself. That’s what makes her a great character.

Sleuth’s Internal Conflict

Next our sleuth needs something in her past that is like a thorn in her side, something she needs to learn about herself and grow. This is a cozy so no need to get dark. And don't let her solve this issue quickly either. This is an issue you'll want to carry across multiple books where you will build tiny resolutions throughout the stories.

What she wants is going to be in conflict with what she needs to solve this problem. Her growth will come from within the relationships she has with other characters in the community. Notably the sidekick and the detective.

Sleuth’s Special Skill

A cozy sleuth needs to be slightly out of the ordinary. What special skill does she have that not only sets her apart, but helps her to solve all of these future mysteries?

Television examples that might help you with this would be Monk, Shawn in Psych, Poirot, Olivia Moore in IZombie, Miss Marple, etc. She needs to have the ability to solve mysteries faster than the usual person and have a unique perspective.

Community-Based Job

Job selection for your sleuth is very important, it will provide the Backdrop for your sleuth's life. It should give her access to her community so she can gain information easily. Think of something sensory in the job that your readers will vicariously enjoy. It should be a small business with easy access to members of the community, flexible hours, and a reason to talk to its members. Jobs should be cozy, something sensory, and enjoyable.

Sidekick

The sidekick in a cozy mystery serves a very important role. He or she must be a sounding board for the sleuth and also help in different ways, using their own strengths. Choose wisely. They should be friendly, have different skills than our sleuth, and have the ability to listen well and be helpful. They should represent everybody and can be a foil to the sleuth. For instance, if your sleuth is klutzy, or a little zany then the sidekick should counter with practicality and calm.

Examples of sidekicks: Gus in Psych is a practical, intellectual personality countering the sleuth Shawn, with his never-grow-up attitude.

In the streaming series Only Murders in the Building, both Steve Martin as Charles Haden-Savage (tight-laced actor) and Martin Short as Oliver Putnam (freewheeling producer) are wonderful sidekicks to Selena Gomez as the sleuth, Mabel Mora (questioning millennial).

Authority Figure in Law Enforcement

The next important role is the authority figure in law enforcement. The easy button option for this is the detective although you can create a character that plays a different role. While we can get creative here, it's important to remember the role this character will play needs to have access to law enforcement in some way so the sleuth can learn crime details. Also remember, you should create tension in this relationship. This is important. This relationship is the easiest one to create tension with the sleuth. If you decide to go another route and not create tension between the sleuth and the authority figure, please make sure to create another tension-filled relationship.

This authority figure should have access to labs and crime information, and should be an authority figure of some sort to allow a push-and-pull relationship between the amateur sleuth and the professional. It's also a good idea for this authority figure to be a straight shooter type of personality. Someone that doesn't color outside of the lines and follows all the rules. That way this can create more tension with our amateur sleuth who does color outside the lines and plays around in the gray area when they are solving crimes.

The Closed Community

It might be easy to just throw your sleuth and the characters into a "small town". But the community plays a very large role in a cozy mystery. The town itself is a character. It should be a small, closed community where people know each other. It can also be a small community inside a larger one. An example of this would be the Arconia in Only Murders in the Building. You can make the community quirky, tension filled, and fun. Requirements of the community are as follows:

•Closed community where people know each other

•Small town feel

•Everyone's business is everyone else's business

•Community events happen frequently like fairs, carnivals, cook-offs, birthday parties, etc.

It’s also a good idea to create a reason to pull outsiders into the community. A local bed-and-breakfast or the events themselves. That allows you to bring in people you're eventually going to create as suspects and kill them off. *giggle*

Suspects

Cozies need to have a cast of suspects. Most of the time for my stories these are a whole new set of people that have not been introduced in any of the prior books although occasionally you can add a person from the community to your suspect list. We'll go over in more detail about what your suspect list needs to be comprised of, but just know for now that you will need a list of 4 to 6 suspects, I usually list them as A, B, C, D, E, and F and I name them later, usually right before I start to write. Baby name websites are great for this. Don't pick any names you like; you're going to end up killing off these people and one is going to be the murderer.

Your suspects can come in from outside of the community because of the Backdrop event which I'll describe in the next chapter. Or you can have them show up for other reasons. The Backdrop is the easiest.

Not all suspects need to be well-fleshed out characters, but they do need to be introduced early in the book. For example, it could be the mail carrier who delivers mail to your sleuth at the beginning of the book. One or two detailed lines is enough to introduce your possible suspects. Early in the story your suspects just need to walk across the stage.

Antagonist/Murderer

The murderer in a cozy mystery is what is considered the antagonist in other genres. However, any one of your characters can create antagonistic actions that can keep your sleuth from finding out clues and information. If for some reason inside the story I created, I can't get the murderer to do one of the antagonist actions, I’ll try to find a way for an alternate character to do it because of their own secrets and lies. It's just a down and dirty way to fix a problem I have created in my story.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

I think one of the best things in the learning process is examples, and because of this I’ve packed a bunch inside this book. This is where you can see all the variations of accomplishing the same task. At the same time, all the “ways” can muddy the water, too. So, if an example doesn’t resonate with you, continue on to the next or search for an example in the cozy book you are currently reading.

By the way, my pen name is Julia Koty. If you choose to read my series, I hope you can see how I’ve gradually gotten better at following my own advice. *giggle*

Sidekick example from Lynn Morrison

Lynn: “In my Stakes & Spells mysteries, my sleuth has two sidekicks - a cat and an older witch. The older witch is constantly throwing her off-kilter. When writing their scenes together, I draft an outline of the action and then ask myself what could happen to make things MUCH worse for my sleuth.

Often, the older witch sidekick comes in with an answer. In Spells & Fangs, my sleuth and her friends are stuck in a backwoods Kentucky town with an edict to solve a murder or lose their magic - and to make matters worse, they're paired with the sleuth's burgeoning love interest.” Here's the excerpt:

Winnie [sidekick] bustled in soon after, once again dressed in a vibrant floral caftan. Her blue-rinsed curls hadn’t moved an inch. If she hadn’t looked so well-rested, I’d have sworn her head hadn’t touched the pillow. She tsked as she moved around my motel room, shoving the papers I’d scattered into some semblance of order. While she kept busy, I told her about my findings.

“A beauty queen for a wife… and a someone who obviously likes to stay in front of the camera.” Winnie stopped to look at the photo on my screen.

“I think I know the type. That gives me an idea.”

“Oh boy, here we go…” I mumbled, only loud enough for Aldo to hear me, causing him to wheeze with laughter. Winnie carried on, ignoring our misbehavior.

“You and I need an excuse to snoop around and interview people. Forget Me spells only work half the time at best, and certainly won’t help if we need to do follow-up interviews with anyone.”

“Fake identities?” My eyebrows were up to my hairline, sure I had misunderstood. I’d barely gotten away with identifying us as grandmother and granddaughter when talking to the locals at the diner. Given the difference in our appearance and apparent age, I was coming up short for other options.

“Fake identities… Exactly!” she answered, staring off into space as she weighed up possibilities. “We can’t be any sort of official, because then we’d have to explain ourselves to the police.” Seeing she was determined, I caved into the discussion.

“Journalists, maybe?” Or a retired journalist, in her case.

“I like where your head is going, but small towns are often resistant to outsiders. We’ll need a local to champion us.”

She cast another look at the screen, deep in thought. “Wait! I’ve got it!” She wiggled her eyebrows, waiting for me to applaud her idea as she announced, “We can be True Crime TV producers!”

“Huh?” I was far too confused to phrase a more coherent question. Aldo’s ears were flattened against his head and his tail was tucked tight against his body. Winnie huffed, disappointed in our reaction.

“Don’t either of you own a television? True crime is one of the hottest TV trends right now. A dead mayor, his lover standing as the accused… it’s practically made for the screen. And if we promise Mayor West’s widow that she can have the starring role, I’m sure she’ll give us whatever assistance we need.”
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Sidekick example from Reagan Davis

Reagan Davis shows good use of dialog between the sleuth and her sidekick in this excerpt.

Reagan: “My sleuth has multiple sidekicks throughout the series, but one major sidekick with each book. Here she is with her BFF, April, in the car on their way home from questioning a witness in Knit One Murder Two”:

“That was worth the drive!” I say as April navigates out of Jay’s subdivision.

“I know, right! He said he has clients in Harmony Lake and is privy to lots of secrets. I wonder who else in Harmony Lake borrows money from him?”

“I’m not sure I want to know,” I answer. “Life was easier forty-eight hours ago when the only secrets I knew were my own.”

“And mine,” April adds. “You know all my secrets.”

“How can we find Paul’s brother-in-law to ask him if he loaned Paul the money? If Ryan wasn’t at Jay’s house on Tuesday evening, where was he, and why would he lie?”

“I don’t know the answers to those questions,” April responds as she turns onto the main road that leads to the highway, “but I know that solving a murder in real life is harder than it looks on TV.”

She’s not wrong.

My phone dings: another attempt by Eric to arrange a meeting. I don’t fancy being questioned at the police station, and I assume Adam will be home tonight. As luck would have it, Connie has a book club meeting this evening and Knitorious will be empty.

I reply to his text suggesting we meet at Knitorious after it closes. He confirms.

April puts on “No Scrubs” by TLC and turns it up loud. We sing at the top of our lungs as we merge onto the highway.
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Sidekick example from Stella Bixby

From Whacked - a Rylie Cooper Mystery - Book 5

Stella Bixby shows how the relationship between the sidekick and sleuth can add humor to your story.

“Look what I got,” Shayla said as she struggled to pull some sort of metal contraption through our apartment door the next morning.

“What is that?” Garrett asked. He’d stayed the night at my place and was currently sipping coffee and reading the newspaper.

“It’s a stroller,” Shayla said. “Well, actually a pram. But I think that’s just a fancy name for stroller.”

“Is there something you haven’t told us?” I asked.

Shayla and I met when we were both summer park rangers. Now she’s a police officer for the Prairie City Police Department and is dating one of the guys I work with.

Shayla’s face turned bright red. “No. I’m not pregnant.” She pushed her long wavy blonde hair out of her face and scowled at us.

“Then why buy a pram or stroller or whatever the heck that thing is?” I asked.

“Because I’m learning to rollerblade,” she replied as if this explained everything.

“I can rollerblade,” I said. “And I’ve never needed a stroller.”

Shayla resumed trying to get the monstrosity inside the apartment. “Bella started rollerblading while pushing little Boyd in his stroller. She said it was really helpful with balance.”

“So, you’ll push an empty stroller while you rollerblade?”

Garrett was nearly bursting with laughter behind his newspaper.

Shayla finally got the stroller through the door, then reached back outside and pulled in a shopping bag.

“Not an empty stroller.” She pulled a baby doll from the bag.

I couldn’t keep it in any longer. I doubled over laughing. “You. Have. To. Be. Kidding.” I managed between breaths. “Not so long ago, you were panicking about Seamus proposing, and now you’re practicing to be a mom?”

Shayla looked like she might throw the baby doll at me. Garrett dropped the newspaper and laughed.

“I’m not practicing to be a mom,” she said. “I’m trying to stay in shape.”

“Maybe you should join them,” Garrett said.

I gaped at him. “Are you saying I’m not in shape?”

He stopped laughing. “No! That’s not—”

Shayla and I burst out laughing again.

[image: ]


Sidekick example from Julia Koty

From Pranks and Poison when the sidekick’s brother has moved out.

“Jay is pretty mad about the two of us visiting Chelsea yesterday.”

“Yeah.”

“He came home and packed an overnight bag and moved out. Again. He’s always doing this. I know he thinks he needs space, but I hate it. I think he’s staying with Chelsea, now that she’s out of the hospital.”

“He moved out? Oh, Air, I’m so sorry.” I put down the pack of pens that I had been holding.

“He was over here this morning. He actually thinks we had something to do with Chelsea getting sick.”

“That would mean he thinks we killed Mr. Walburn. Jay is just being crazy. That's the Chelsea effect.” She waved it off. But I still couldn't shake it.

The best thing we could do right now was to look at the group of possible suspects that had lunch at the diner yesterday. The only thing I knew for certain was that I didn’t put any poison in the soup.

“So how many people are we looking at?” Aerie scanned the document.

“Well, including you and me, there were eight people in the diner when Mr. Walburn…fell off his stool.” I took out a notebook, opened to an empty page, and grabbed one of the pens.

“Mr. Walburn had the soup and a glass of water. Mr. Belinsky, his friend, had a hamburger and fries, and there was Chelsea who, surprisingly, also had the mushroom soup. Ellie Bracken came in to grab a sandwich and left.” I wrote down the names. I also crossed off Mrs. Orsa. I figured there was a limit of one murder per family.

But then I thought better of it. Thinking like a detective meant everyone there was a suspect and we needed to clear each name no matter who they were. I glanced over at Aerie, planning to tell her this, but she seemed to be puzzling something out.

“What is it?” “There was also a Mr. Andrews, Sam Andrews.” She grabbed her phone and searched for something.

“What's up?” “I actually think Sam Andrews owns the Pizza Pub in the next town over.”

She tapped her screen. “Yep. Here he is. The owner of the Pizza Pub.”

“What's he doing at your restaurant if he owns one of his own?”

“That's a good question.” “I think we might have found suspect number one.”

“Do you think Mr. Walburn gave the Pizza Pub a bad review?”

“It's a definite possibility. We’ll need to pull the past newspaper articles and see what we find.”
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Here author Ana Bisset gives us an example of the tension between the sleuth and the detective.

Detective tension example from fellow author Ana Bisset

From book 1 of the Libby Foster Cozy Mysteries: Empty Promises & Crowded Caskets. Libby Foster and Sheriff Kyle have a history which adds to the tension.

“I haven’t eaten here in years,” I said.

“Still the best grinders and chowders in Maine,” he said.

“Now that we can agree on,” I said.

“Gotta start somewhere, I guess.” He chuckled and then got serious. “But we are never going to agree on all things, one of them being your involvement with the Esposito murder.” He saw that I was going to say something, and he put his hand up and waved it as if shushing me, “I know what you do for a living and you have rights as the press, even if you may not be with the Boston Gazette any longer. But I don’t want you messing with the investigation.”

I tried to say something, and again, he tried to shush me.

This time I wasn’t having it. “If you let me speak, maybe you’ll find I have information for you. Or would that be ‘messing with your investigation’, Sheriff?” Snark might not be becoming, but it made a woman feel good sometimes.

Exercise for creating your characters

I’ve made this exercise extra easy by creating a worksheet to map out each character. You can download it from my website.
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Build your Sleuth workbook: https://pages.natashacsass.com/sleuthbook

This will help you brainstorm your characters. Spend some time on each of the following, remember even your community is a character!

•Your fabulous sleuth

•An internal issue of the sleuth’s to solve

•A special skill for your sleuth

•A community-centered job for your sleuth

•A great sidekick

•A fascinating authority figure

•The cozy community

Brainstorming - Shops

Here are different types of shops that a sleuth could own in a cozy mystery novel:

1. Bookstore: The sleuth could run a charming independent bookstore, complete with cozy reading nooks and a resident cat. Mysteries unfold among the shelves of classic novels and new releases.

2. Antique Store: The sleuth could own an antique shop filled with vintage treasures and quirky collectibles. Hidden secrets and valuable artifacts may lead to intriguing mysteries.

3. Tea Shop: A quaint tea shop can be a perfect setting for a cozy mystery. The sleuth could serve up delicious tea blends and scones while unraveling clues over afternoon tea.

4. Bakery: Running a bakery specializing in delectable pastries and cakes could put the sleuth in the middle of culinary mysteries involving secret recipes and rival bakeries.

5. Flower Shop: Amidst a fragrant array of blooms, the sleuth might own a flower shop. Floral arrangements and romantic mysteries could intertwine in this setting.

6. Craft Store: In a crafting supply store, the sleuth could sell everything from yarn and knitting needles to paint and pottery supplies. Mysterious occurrences could happen within the craft community.

7. Pet Boutique: Running a boutique for pets and their owners could lead to animal-related mysteries and adorable encounters with furry friends.

8. Vintage Clothing Store: A shop specializing in vintage clothing and accessories can offer a rich tapestry of fashion history, along with clues to unravel fashion-forward mysteries.

9. Curio Shop: The sleuth could own a curious curio shop filled with oddities and artifacts from around the world. The mysteries could revolve around the origins and histories of these unusual items.

10. Coffee Shop: A coffee shop with a cozy atmosphere and a variety of brews could be the perfect place for a sleuth to uncover secrets while sipping on lattes and cappuccinos.

11. Herb and Spice Emporium: Running a shop specializing in herbs, spices, and exotic seasonings could lead to mysteries involving culinary intrigue and ancient remedies.

12. Jewelry Boutique: A jewelry store filled with sparkling gems and intricate designs can be a backdrop for solving mysteries related to precious stones and family heirlooms.

13. Art Gallery: Owning an art gallery could immerse the sleuth in the world of creativity and culture, with mysteries tied to stolen artwork and art-world scandals.

14. Music Store: A music shop with instruments and vintage vinyl records might set the stage for mysteries involving hidden messages in music and unsolved musical rivalries.

15. Toy Store: A charming toy store can provide the sleuth with opportunities to solve mysteries related to missing toys, nostalgic games, and childhood secrets.

16. Home Décor Boutique: Operating a shop specializing in home decor and furnishings can lead to mysteries centered around interior design, antique furniture, and hidden messages in décor.

17. Winery or Vineyard: If the sleuth owns a winery or vineyard, mysteries could revolve around wine production, vineyard rivalries, and the secrets of a fine vintage.

18. Furniture Restoration Shop: Restoring antique furniture and uncovering the stories behind each piece could be a unique way for the sleuth to solve mysteries.

19. Gourmet Food Store: A shop selling gourmet foods and delicacies can be a setting for culinary mysteries involving rare ingredients, food competitions, and restaurant rivalries.

20. Tropical Plant Nursery: Operating a nursery specializing in exotic plants and tropical flowers could lead to mysteries involving rare plant thefts and botanical curiosities.

21. Clock and Watch Repair Shop: Running a shop focused on timepieces can lead to mysteries related to antique clocks, rare watch collections, and the secrets they hold.

22. Cottage Inn or Bed and Breakfast: The sleuth could own a charming inn in a picturesque village, where guests and visitors bring mysteries of their own to solve.

23. Board Game Café: Operating a café filled with board games and puzzles can provide a unique setting for mysteries related to missing game pieces and competitive gamers.

24. Scented Soap and Candle Shop: A shop specializing in handmade soaps and scented candles could be the backdrop for mysteries involving aromas and crafting secrets.

Brainstorming - Character Relationships

Strong character connections can add depth to your stories. Besides our sleuth and sidekick and close-knit community, here are a few other character relationships to think of while creating your main list of characters.

1. Romantic Tensions: Unresolved chemistry between characters adds a layer of excitement.

2. Family Bonds: Explore the dynamics between family members, creating relatable and heartwarming connections.

3. Friendly Rivalries: Introduce a friendly competition between characters to add a touch of humor and suspense.

4. Mentor and Mentee: Establish a mentorship relationship that helps guide the protagonist through their investigative journey.

5. Quirky Best Friends: Create memorable friendships that bring humor and support to your characters' lives.

6. Love-Hate Relationships: Add tension through characters who have a complicated relationship, keeping readers guessing.

7. Teamwork: Highlight the power of teamwork as characters come together to solve a mystery.

8. Animal Companions: Incorporate lovable pets that form unique bonds with your characters, adding an extra layer of charm.
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SETTING AND BACKDROP


Henry: “Well, that's a stupid house to rob.”

Shawn: “Does anyone live up to your expectations? Maybe we should get the robber's phone number so you can call and tell him how disappointed you are.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 2: Rob-a-Bye Baby

The Backdrop

Ihad originally titled this chapter as Theme but that makes people think about thematic issues. So, I decided to call it the Backdrop, something akin to the scrim in a play, you know the big flat white curtain they drop down behind the actors. On it they project a painting of the town, or it can be a sunset or anything else your imagination can come up with.

In a cozy mystery, the Backdrop is the event that's going to take place within the community.

The reason we will decide on this early in the outlining process is because it will allow you to build off of it for every other aspect of your story. It will give you a new set of ideas to jump off of. New ideas for motive, locations, timeclocks, etc. It will also help you find new suspects. An added benefit is extra Universal Fun, or the icing-on-top, helping you to create a lot more fun for yourself and your reader.

Choose Backdrops that you will enjoy writing about.

Not every single cozy mystery needs to have this, but I found the most entertaining ones create a Backdrop on which the story can rest. Let me explain.

A good Backdrop could be a chili cook-off. The town's chili cook-off as a Backdrop gives you multiple avenues to introduce new players, tension between those people, deadlines, problems, issues, and best yet, comedic situations. A good Backdrop can give you all of these. This is why I've included this at the beginning of the planning process.

By coming up with the idea now, as you progress through outlining your story, you can pull in different aspects of the Backdrop. The location of the event, the characters that will play major roles within that event, who may or may not be part of the mystery can be created from the Backdrop. This allows you to showcase more characters in your community whom your readers will enjoy. This could also be a way to set up a solid suspect list and, if you choose to do so, the mystery can be tied directly to the Backdrop. But it doesn't have to.

What Backdrop does is it allows you to have various avenues you can choose to follow. It makes it easier for you to come up with ideas on how to introduce characters, solve plot problems, introduce clues, and introduce timelines. It's almost like a safety net when it comes to writing. If, while you're outlining, you have an empty space you need to fill with something, look at your Backdrop and see if you can pull anything from that which will allow you to move forward in the outlining process.

That said, make the Backdrop fun. Let it be something that your readers can live vicariously through. A chili cook-off, a pie baking contest, pet show, etc., any community event that includes members of the small, closed community and can include outsiders will work. You can be as outrageous or subtle as you want with this, which is what makes this part of the process so much fun.

Brainstorming - Backdrop ideas

Immerse your readers in the sights, sounds, smells, and tastes of a local festival.

Whether it's a pickle festival, a pumpkin-carving contest, or a chili cook-off, these events are ripe with opportunities for secrets and surprises. Think of all the different autumn, winter, and spring variations of festivals, here are some additional ideas.

1. Baking Competition: A high stakes baking competition where contestants vie for the title of "Best Baker".

2. Wine Tasting Festival: A wine tasting event featuring local wineries, with a murder occurring during the festivities.

3. Garden Show: A garden show or flower exhibition where prized blooms and gardening secrets take center stage.

4. Antique Fair: An antique fair or flea market where valuable collectibles and hidden treasures spark intrigue.

5. Literary Festival: A literary festival celebrating books and authors, with a mysterious manuscript at the heart of the mystery.

6. Folk Music Festival: A folk music festival filled with live performances and folkloric mysteries.

7. Food Truck Rodeo: A gathering of food trucks from around the region, each with its own secrets and recipes.

8. Arts and Crafts Fair: An arts and crafts fair featuring talented artisans and their unique creations.

9. Dance Competition: A dance competition where rivalry and hidden talents take center stage.

10. Chili Cook-Off: A chili cook-off competition featuring spicy recipes and a spicy murder mystery.

11. Summer Carnival: A summer carnival with rides, games, and cotton candy, where secrets lurk behind the bright lights.

12. Historical Reenactment: A historical reenactment event with actors portraying famous historical figures, leading to a present-day mystery.

13. Film Festival: A film festival showcasing independent films, with a suspenseful plot unfolding both on and off the screen.

14. Craft Beer Festival: A craft beer festival featuring local breweries, with a mysterious brew master and brewing secrets.

15. Cultural Celebration: A cultural celebration or heritage festival that uncovers cultural artifacts and mysteries.

16. Treasure Hunt: An organized treasure hunt event with hidden clues and a valuable prize at stake.

17. Pet Show: A pet show or animal expo featuring adorable pets and a case involving missing animals.

18. Local Fair: A local fair featuring livestock competitions, pie-eating contests, and a hidden gem of a mystery.

19. Outdoor Music Festival: An outdoor music festival with multiple stages and bands, where musical notes and clues intertwine.

20. Christmas Market: A festive Christmas market with holiday decorations and a Yuletide mystery to solve.
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THE ICING- UNIVERSAL FUN


We’re going to talk about something that was an undercurrent in the writing world. We all knew it existed, but we didn’t have a name for it, but it’s gained clarity recently, and I’d like to talk about how this thing is such a part of the cozy mystery genre that it is something that directly impacts the quality of your cozies.

Did you know that it’s believed there wasn't always a specific word for the color blue? Some languages still use the word green to also mean blue.

But does that mean blue doesn’t exist or was it that someone put a label on it and called it blue and everyone was like, “Oh my goodness, you're right, that's blue!”

That's how I feel about the term coined by Theodora Taylor. As writers we all knew this thing existed. This magic was added to stories, something Theodora describes as “the butter”. It's that special sauce you put all over your story. It's not genre trope per se, but it's related to it. It's not description, but it can be served to a reader through description. It's that special something that makes the reader obsessed.

As writers we all want this. And so, I feel it's very important that we spend just a moment to focus on this thing.

After reading Theodora's book I had that aha moment, so did most writers. What didn't work for me though was the term she used which included fantasy. Fantasy was not a term that I would use for cozies. There's nothing truly fantastical about a cozy except maybe the talking cat or the witch and her spells. Fantasy didn't quite work for me. So, I like to call it Universal Fun or the Icing. As if your story is this luscious cake and you’re adding that extra special something to sweeten it up…the icing.

In anthropology, the term universal is used to describe the human condition because regardless of what part of the planet you're on, there are some universal truths that all humans follow. And I would like to think that Universal Fun is definitely one of them. So, if you're writing a story, you should always plan to add your own Universal Fun.

I specifically create a list prior to writing. My novella classes are taught around this Icing, Christmas and Halloween. Not only are they fun to write but it's also easy to teach the aspect of Universal Fun with these holidays.

The process is something like this: I create a long list of everything that I personally find enjoyable about Christmas and/or Halloween, and when I write those stories, I leave that list on my desk. I can quickly glance down and say, “Oh, hot cocoa,” and add it into a scene in my manuscript. This is, of course, something you could do in your revision process but the point of planning this ahead of time means you can add it as you go, and you get that time back.

In this book, I’ll say Icing or the term Universal Fun, UF, just know that I mean Universal Fun and not urban fantasy. Deal?

For your book, you can look at your Backdrop for hidden Icing. Or not so hidden. Chili cook-off? Make sure you let people taste it and take a moment to describe how it tastes. That's the Icing. Cozy readers enjoy these visceral physical descriptions in their stories. So, it's important to give it to them.

But I have learned there are limits. Don't spend a page describing burning onions. I've done that; don't do it. Maybe it would've been better if I'd spent a page describing a cake with icing instead of the burnt onions? Shrug. But definitely take time to plan these things out. Make the list for the chili cook-off including all the things that are fun and interesting which someone might enjoy reading about. Buying the produce, mixing the spices, the judging process, the heat levels, already I can think of a number of jokes and pranks that you can pull with this Icing alone.

See? As you begin to think up the Icing, it gives you more information, more things you can play with. This is something I recommend you do prior to starting your story because it will give you more to work with that you can automatically build in as you outline your story.

Just as an aside, don't feel you have to create a list that you think your readers would want. This is where, as a writer, you need to pull from your own experiences, from who you are and what you enjoy. That's what will resonate with readers. If you give them generic things you think they want it will not carry the resonance as when you give readers something you feel strongly about. They are going to read it and have strong emotions too, and that's why this step is so important when it comes to making your books unique and stand out to readers. It's your personal experience, and no other writer can do that. So, give your readers YOU. This shows up the most in the types of Icing you choose as well as your story.

Icing or Universal Fun Exercise

Select a Backdrop that excites you.

Now generate a list of descriptive words, actions, events, and anything unique to the topic.

Try to get to 50 or 100. The point is to push beyond the automatic things to find unique things too (you don’t HAVE to use all of them)

Now circle those items that give YOU, the writer, the most joy. This is where your writing voice comes from; those things that light you up and make you excited to write.

Keep this list by your keyboard as you write your next novel.
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RED HERRINGS AND CLUES


“Gus: What are we looking for anyway?

Shawn: Anything that points to criminal activity. You know... a white cloth sack with a green dollar sign. A red barrel labeled 'TNT’. An anvil. Anything.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 2: Zero to Murder in Sixty Seconds

Ialmost want to bet if you skimmed the table of contents that you headed to this chapter first.

Why?

Because for most of my students this is the first question they ask. HOW DO YOU HIDE CLUES?? How do you create Red Herrings?

After a bunch of research where I focused on clues and red herrings, I learned that, well, there isn’t a rule to follow. Clues and red herrings (which are a type of clue) can happen anywhere in the story. Some stories will lend themselves to a specific type of clue, some stories will need clues to show up later in the story line, or even earlier. The placement of clues really depends more on the story than on a specific type of outlining or story process.

If you are still uncertain about this, I recommend watching your favorite cozy mystery movie or TV show. This will allow you to quickly (under 2 hours) create a timeline and list of clues and red herrings. Then watch another show. Again, create a timeline with the clues. Are you noticing similarities or differences? My favorite way to do this was, of course, with Psych, giggle, because the sound effect when Shawn spies a clue makes it much easier!

A clue is anything a sleuth learns that directs them toward resolving the mystery.

Red Herrings are clues, or anything designed to lead readers and the sleuth away from the solution.

There’s one more thing called Author Misdirection, where the author can spend more time in one area, alluding that it might be a clue, when it is not.

So, let’s discuss the types of clues out there.

Types of Clues

Physical items objects like a lost button, a tire track, or an empty pill bottle, a table, where the table was located, a scratch on the table…or the lack of any scratches on the table. All can be clues. Physical items are usually the first type of clue we think of when we think about a murder mystery, but there are many more.

Dialog with suspects or people in the community is another type of clue that I happen to use the most when I’m writing. Dialog that occurs during the interview process can lead to clues about the whereabouts of suspects, or the omission of information can lead to clues. Any type of gossip or overheard dialog can yield information for our sleuth.

Timing can be used to uncover clues. The timing of when something happens or doesn’t happen. When a suspect shows up or disappears during the story can also give us clues as to their whereabouts during the crimes.

Psychological Clues are revealed through character's reactions to things, either in an interview or during observation. An example could be a suspect ignores a question because they don’t want to answer it (because it may incriminate them) or sidesteps questions in a certain way.

Another psychological clue is character’s interactions with each other. Love/Hate is pretty basic, but you can create deeper nuance with your character interactions that can lead to clues about who disliked someone enough to commit the crime.

Background/Backstory of each of your suspects as well as other characters can help supply clues. Things like past employment, personal finances, and current or past relationships, can supply your sleuth with a myriad of possibilities.

Clues can also be created by omission, something is missing, someone is missing, a suspect doesn’t mention something that they should have if they weren’t guilty. Leaving something out can create a clue just as easily as a physical object.

Gut Feeling of Sleuth or special skill can be used as a type of clue, but I hesitate to even mention this even though it’s used often. You want the sleuth’s special skill to play a role in solving the crime, so you can use this “gut feeling”, but you also want to make sure your sleuth has credibility. If you do use this “gut feeling” use it sparingly and not at any point where it’s so obvious that it feels too easy.

Types of Red Herrings

Any of the above types of clues can be a red herring, because a red herring is simply a clue that leads the sleuth away from the solution.

It's more about how you place it as a focal point that lends itself to distract the reader and the sleuth.

How to Create and Place Clues

Cozy mysteries lend themselves to great dialog so you can place a clue in dialog where someone can mention the clue whether its psychological, or physical, or a clue of omission or timing. You can also place a clue in the exposition or description of the scene.

Making something appear out of place can be a clue. As well as the absence of something can be a clue. You can also hide things in plain sight. For example, you can show something that everyone saw, but no one understands the significance of it until the third act when the importance of this clue comes to light.

Another type of clue is to create an analogy for the sleuth in normal life that helps them solve the case. I’ve seen this in a few mysteries, where the sleuth will be going about their normal day while they are trying to figure out the crime. They will do something or witness something that is analogous to the crime. It is usually something mundane, like someone putting on a shoe, which makes the sleuth realize that the murderer had to be shoeless, or had to wear a certain type of shoe, or something that gives the sleuth a clue to the mystery.

How to Hide Clues

But how do you hide them?? It’s all about misdirection. Misdirection isn't about withholding information; it's about giving the reader extra information and focusing their attention on that.

As writers we act like magicians and can use sleight-of-hand with our words. There are different ways to manage this. We can hide the clue and blend the clue into the story, so it's mentioned but not called attention to.

We can use misdirection to preoccupy the reader with something else while mentioning the clue. Or we can refocus the reader’s attention and place the red herring and the clue in the same scene but spend time focusing on the red herring.

Any of the above can be accomplished in exposition or dialog.

Another way you can hide a clue is to put it in a long list, making sure that the clue comes later inside that list.

We can also use the rule of three to create a red herring. Psychologically people remember lists of three things. Our reader is smart and will notice this list of three things and immediately think of it as a clue, which makes it the perfect red herring.

We can also change the action in a scene to hide the reveal of a clue. For example, our sleuth discovers a clue then we immediately create an emergency to draw attention away from the clue itself. Maybe another character drops a dish or the cat jumps in their lap…with claws. By changing the action in the scene, we can hide the relevance of the clue that was just mentioned.

Things to remember when placing clues

Try not to over complicate things for your reader, putting way too much subterfuge simply makes reading a story challenging. You only need a handful of clues of differing types to give your sleuth enough information to solve the crime.

Avoid clues that are obscure; try not to create clues that require more information than your reader would already know. Obscure chemical reactions or business practices that a reader would have to research to understand the clue are to be avoided because this can make the reader feel like you are trying to trick them. The caveat to this is only if you’ve made the effort to explain this obscure thing early on in the story. In essence, you’ve given the reader what they need beforehand to understand the clue.

Always play fair with your readers. Sprinkle the clues, don’t withhold them until Act 3 or 4 and then explain everything at the end. Let your readers find the clues throughout the story; your job is to give them the clue but redirect their attention.

Don't info-dump to hide clues. Giving your reader a huge amount of information as a form of misdirection is not ideal.

Spread the clues out but be flexible. The clues should land where they feel the most natural, depending on your story.

Don't hide important information. As much as you want to, you have to show your cards to your reader, you just need to learn how to misdirect them to notice your chips, your drink, or your cigar instead.

Cozy mystery readers read our books to enjoy a puzzle. It’s not quite a 1,000-piece jigsaw, but you would hate to open the box and find pieces missing. So, remember, give the readers what they need to solve the crime, but hide it well.

Again, if you want more guidance on this, read or watch cozies specifically for clue drops and reveals. It’s best if you reread or re-watch the mysteries to understand the misdirections and red herrings as they pertain to the reveal.

Remember the power of editing! You can always go back into your story and place clues and red herrings and foreshadowing after the fact. You can leave XXX in your manuscript where you feel there needs to be a clue and come back and add it later. That’s the power of revision, you can add all those goodies in during revision and no one needs to know.
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Red Herring example from fellow author Lynn Morrison

Lynn: “One of my favorite red herrings is to introduce a new witness who messes with the known timeline. Their info makes someone previously discarded look very suspicious, but the perfectly timed tip usually ends up being wrong. This is from Spells & Fangs - a witness provides key information on a suspect (but the clue ends up being a red herring)”:

Elara needed little encouragement. She wanted to share her gossip and had likely been burning up inside from having to keep quiet. “It was the mayor’s wife. That Mary Sue with the big blonde hair and fake eyelashes.”

Raddix’s shoulders dropped. “Yes, we know she came by. She’s the one who discovered the body.”

“She found the body, all right, but that only happened the second time she showed up.” Elara beamed at our obvious surprise.

“I saw her car drive into the parking lot about an hour before. I couldn’t tell you the exact time, but I know it was her. She drives a fancy SUV and she can’t half park it. She rolled over the curb when she pulled in, making a racket, and that was what caught my attention.”

“Wait a minute.” Raddix held up a finger, halting her revelation. “You’re saying that Mary Sue West was here, visiting her husband, around the same time he was murdered? And you didn’t say anything when they arrested Blair for the crime?”

Elara huffed at Raddix, no longer so enamored of him. “I wasn’t in this office and I don’t know what happened. Maybe she killed him. Maybe it was Blair. Maybe someone else drove up after both of them left.” If she’d only told the local police what she’d seen, Blair wouldn’t be behind bars.

Her words would have undermined Mary Sue’s accusation that Blair was to blame, or at least planted enough doubt to force the police to investigate properly.

I intervened before Raddix could lose his patience with Elara. “Is there anything else you can tell us? Anything at all?”

“If Mary Sue’s driving was any sign, she was mad about something. I heard her heels clicking angrily across the floor and I made myself scarce. I stayed in the back of the building, cleaning the rear offices and bathrooms, until it safe enough to leave.”

Elara and I exchanged knowing looks. “See no evil, hear no evil. Right, Morticia? That’s how we vamps prefer to keep things.”

I didn’t disagree.

Raddix’s tone was once again all business when he asked his final question. “What time did you leave?”

“I shoved my cart into a closet and hightailed it out as soon as I heard the screaming. I had parked my car out back, and she clearly did not know I was there.”

Lynn: “Another favorite of mine is to use a friendly aside to cast blame (or doubt) on a suspect. The person speaking doesn't mean to make someone look guilty, but obviously that is the end result. The tip is usually a red herring, although it can just as easily be a proper clue if you want to use it that way.” Excerpt from Murder at St. Margaret:

Catherine reaches out of the painting again, this time to pat me on the shoulder. “You’re welcome, dear. If there is one thing I’ve learned, both during my lifetime and in these long years afterwards, it’s that we women must stick together. Some women here could afford to learn that lesson. Take Chef Smythe. That woman would sooner cut a woman down than hold out a hand to lift her up. What she did to poor Harry… oh, perhaps I shouldn’t say.”

Harry? I’m thunderstruck. I wasn’t aware they had any history beyond being colleagues. “What did she do to Harry?”

“I wouldn’t dare to bring it up. It’s horrid, really. Worst thing a woman can do to another. But I saw Harry come out of the dining hall last week looking absolutely gutted, and I wondered if the whole thing had started up again.”

Edging forward onto the edge of my seat, I plead with Catherine to share whatever she knows. “Tell me everything. If it might hurt Harry, I’d rather be the one looking into things than have the police find out. Sounds like the poor woman has been through enough.”
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Red Herring example from fellow author Reagan Davis

Reagan: “This is a tough question because literally anything can become a red herring. Here is a scene from Lost and Drowned where the sleuth learns that one of the suspects has been in this situation before, at the scene of a body floating in a bathtub.”

Reagan uses a character’s backstory as a red herring thus making Saskia a suspect: 

“Why were you frantic about Saskia?” Karla asked. 

“Did you read the unauthorized biography that Saskia’s former nanny wrote?” 

“The one that came out when Saskia was little?” Karla clarified. “The one that was released after Damien won the custody battle? I read it years ago but hardly remember it.” 

Karla had only been working for Damien for a few years. She had read the book as research but couldn’t remember most of it. Damien had neither contributed to the book nor sanctioned it, so she placed little credibility in the accuracy of its details.  

“During the height of the custody dispute, Saskia found her mother floating in a bathtub,” Caitlin reminded her. “She survived, but only because Saskia and the nanny got to her just in time.” 

Karla stopped dead in her tracks. “I’d forgotten about that,” she said, recalling the passage from the book. “It was true?”

Caitlin nodded. 

Saskia had been six years old. She’d been spending a week at her mother’s Manhattan penthouse as per the temporary custody arrangement issued by the judge presiding over the custody case. The nanny had left the penthouse to pick up young Saskia from a nearby birthday party. While she was gone, Saskia’s mother washed down an assortment of prescription and non-prescription painkillers with a few shots of tequila. She then thought it would be a good idea to take a bath. It wasn’t. Saskia and the nanny returned to the penthouse just in time to save the woman’s life. According to the nanny’s version of events, it was Saskia who found her mother floating in the bathtub. Miraculously, Saskia’s mother survived and agreed to go to rehab. Again. She spent the next several years in and out of various rehab facilities, all at Damien’s expense. Damien’s legal team had used the incident to arrange an emergency court hearing where the judge awarded full physical custody of young Saskia to Damien. 

“That event traumatized Saskia,” Caitlin revealed. “I had only worked with Damien for a few years at that point, but I remember how the bathtub incident affected her. That girl was haunted by what had happened. She was like a different child after. Before she left to visit her mother, Saskia was her usual energetic, fun, playful self. When she came back, she was different. She hardly slept and had nightmares when she did. She was sullen and anxious. She clung to Damien like she was scared she’d never see him again if he left the room. The nanny had to teach her to use the shower because she trembled and cried if Damien or the nanny tried to coax her into a bath.” Caitlin looked over her shoulder, then leaned in, and whispered, “One time, I found her floating her doll in a sink full of water. She’d hold it under the water, then pull it out, and save it. She did this for hours.”  
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Red Herring example from fellow author Stella Bixby

From Mistletoe Malarkey, Shayla Murphy Mystery, Book 1

We walked down the hall to the bookcase set into the wall right next to the bathroom door. Directly on the other side of the bathroom was the study, meaning if someone killed Alabaster, they could have gone through the study door leading to the bathroom, then snuck out and through the passageway after I went into the study.

Even if people had seen someone come out of the bathroom, they likely wouldn’t have thought anything of it. Not at the time, anyway.

“It’s the elephant,” Seamus said, showing Molly and me. “You pull its trunk down, and the bookcase swings into the wall.”

Molly took a flashlight from her belt and shone it into the dark space. “Before I go in, what was all that back there? Why don’t you think Harry was the one who did this? If it’s apparent he threw the brick—the brick that could have killed Alabaster?”

“He may have thrown the brick. And, though I doubt it, it could have killed him. But someone else had to be in the office,” I said. “The mistletoe couldn’t have been on his mouth when he got hit in the head with the brick.”

“Wait,” Seamus said. “He had mistletoe in his mouth?”

“On his mouth,” I said. “It was in perfect shape, laid across his lips. Almost like—"

“A warning,” Seamus said.

“Or a signature,” Molly said. “That does complicate things. Between you and me, and this can’t go anywhere, the drink on Alabaster’s desk was poisoned. The lab is still running the report, and the autopsy will take a while longer, but I’d bet he died by poisoning before I’d bet he died by that brick.”

She stepped into the dark hole, and Seamus and I followed.

I had always wanted a secret passageway in my house growing up. Seamus was so lucky to have called this his home.

My heart rate quickened. This could eventually be my kids’ grandparents’ home. My kids—our kids—could have secret passageways to wander through.

Then a pang tugged at me. I’d be leaving Rylie. And my mom.

Not that I had the best relationship with my mother, but she was still the only family I had.

And leaving the police department—a job I’d worked so hard to get—would be tough, too. Though I wouldn’t miss the comparisons and the coffee-getting.

“Hold up,” Molly said. “Look right here.”

She shone her flashlight at what looked like a clump of blonde hair. Long blonde hair.

Both Seamus and Molly turned to look at me, then at my hair.

I held my hands up. “I’ve never been in here before. I swear.”

Molly photographed the hair and then collected it in an evidence bag. “If we can trace the DNA, we might be able to decipher who did this.”

“That’s assuming whoever did this came through this passageway,” I said.

“Of course,” Molly agreed.

“Do you smell that?” I asked.

“Damp dirt?” Seamus said.

“I think it’s cigarette smoke.” I sniffed. “It’s faint, but it’s there.”

“I smell it too,” Molly said. “Who smokes?”

“Nuala,” I said. “I saw her smoking in the garden earlier that night.”

“Nuala doesn’t have long blonde hair, though,” Seamus said. “Not that I’m defending her,” he added quickly when the two of us turned to look at him at the same time.

“Anyone else smoke?” Molly asked.

Seamus shook his head. “No one I know.”

Clues and Red Herrings Exercise

Watch or read cozy mysteries while specifically paying attention to the clues and red herrings and the reveal at the end. This works best with stories that you’ve read/watched before. When you already know the end, it lets you focus on the methods the writer has used to redirect the audience’s attention.

Write down the clues, how the writer redirected the audience away from them. Now place the clues and red herrings on a timeline of Act 1-4 (see chapter seven for details on the 4-act structure).

Compare this with a different mystery from the same author.

Compare this to a different mystery from a different author.

What types of clues do you want to try?

What methods to place clues feel the most comfortable?
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SUBPLOTS VS STORYLINES


“Well, the plot, unlike your hair, continues to thicken.” —Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 6: Santabarbaratown

Subplot has a very specific role to play in a mystery. It supports and enhances the overall mystery plot line. It adds to it, it gives the reader a respite from it. A subplot must intertwine with the overall plot. You can’t slap it on the side of the main plot line (I’ve done it, it’s not effective; don’t do it), it must play an integral role in solving the main mystery.

It can often be easier for you to start by creating the idea for your subplot…whatever that might be, and then build your main plot around it.

For instance, if you want your subplot to involve the romance between the detective and the sleuth, you can decide what aspect of that relationship you want to focus on, then mirror your main plot in some way on that focus point. Let’s say it’s trust. Does the detective trust the sleuth? With his heart? The main plot could then be about trust, and the people we trust, or don’t trust, in our lives… and a mystery is born; someone trusted someone they shouldn’t have, and it led to their murder. Now at some point during the plot, let’s say the crisis point in Act 3, the detective will have to trust something that the sleuth says or does…bam, subplot tied into the main plot.

Storyline

Let’s talk about what a storyline is.

A storyline, on the other hand, can be parts of a story that are not necessarily fulfilled or entangled in the main plot. Like a relationship with the sleuth’s sister. They fight often and the sleuth feels less-than. So, more fighting. You can have a side storyline about a specific argument that the sleuth and sister are fighting about, and resolve it or not, during the course of the book. This doesn’t tie into the main plot so it’s a simple storyline that you can continue into the next book.

Or, in the next book it could become the subplot by tying it into solving the mystery too. Any of your storylines can later become a subplot if you choose to focus on it in a specific book in your series.

The subplot in a cozy mystery can vary by book. The important thing to remember is that your subplot must support, in some way, your main mystery plot line.

A popular storyline that we see carried through a series of cozies (where it can become, occasionally, the subplot) is the relationship between the amateur sleuth and the authority figure, the detective. The dynamics in this relationship are set up in such a way that it creates a lot of opportunities for you to write about tension and conflict.

The relationship between the sleuth and their sidekick should be harmonious for the most part. The relationship between the detective and the sleuth should not be.

This can be shown as sexual tension, meaning they like each other but they don't want to like each other. The first example that comes to mind of this is Moonlighting with Cybill Shepherd and Bruce Willis. As of the time of this writing it is not available on any streaming service, but I hope that it will one day grace us, with its witty writing. (In the final edits of this book, I learned that Moonlighting has finally made its way to streaming…enjoy it for the fast-paced dialog and all the other goodies!)

The sexual tension and dialog banter between these two characters is some of the best written. The jump-the-shark moment for Moonlighting was when they put Cybill Shepherd and Bruce Willis together as a couple. It didn't work. The tension was gone, and the series seemed to wither on the vine.

Now, I'm not saying you absolutely can't get your characters together. If you want to you can, but then you’ll need to create a new source of tension in the story.

There's a lot to be said for using the relationship as a point of tension in your stories. It’s like a shortcut. Your audience wants to read to find out: Will they? Won't they? And, what's going to happen next? It's that kind of tension that will push people to keep reading the story. If they know they are going to have a happy life together without issue, what's the point of reading? They are reading to find out what's going to happen, and if they already know, there's no reason to read. So, give your readers that tension.

Another example of a different way to use this tension can be seen in Psych between Shawn and Lassiter. Shawn epitomizes the man that never grew up, and Lassiter plays by the rules in every way. So, he's frustrated with Shawn on a daily basis and doesn't want him anywhere near any of his cases. This tension is a lot of fun to watch on the screen. The detective role in Psych is played by two characters, Juliet and Lassiter. Juliet plays the romantic aspect of this character role. It's fascinating this series split the detective character into two and made it work so well.

As a writer, I try to limit the number of characters in the book and try to make most characters do double duty, if possible. So, I don't recommend splitting your detective character into two people, but really, it's your book and your story. Have fun.

To Romance or Not

Don't worry if you choose not to add a romantic storyline to your series. Cozy readers are definitely not reading for romance, at least most of them are not. Others like me may read the cozies specifically for the love storyline.

I’ve actually seen complaints if there's too much romance on the page. So, keep that in mind.

Other storylines that can add tension could include some other aspect of the sleuth's life where you focus on the tension in those relationships. Family issues? Career issues? You could switch the point of tension from story to story, book to book.

Back to Storyline

In a cozy series, each book must end the mystery with a positive conclusion and stand alone. So, I like to view the romantic storyline or some other engaging storyline that does not conclude at the end of the mystery, as something that links all of the books together in the series. Draw out the arc of the storyline across multiple books. After discussions with other authors, I’ve learned it's easiest to create an arc over three or four books.

Remember always have a marketing plan.

Marketing your cozy means you will eventually put a boxset together of your first three books. Wouldn't it be cool if books one, two, and three had a story line arc that ended in book four, which pushed your readers over to the next box set? Will they be mad? My guess is frustrated…maybe. Mad? No. You just gave them more books to read.

Subplots

A subplot is a secondary plot that enhances the main plot line. A subplot will tie back into the main plot eventually and is not a separate plot for filler.

The six reasons for subplot

Subplots are a wonderful tool in your writing toolkit. They can do so much I would argue it’s important to plan your subplot even before you plan your main mystery around it.

Here are the benefits of a subplot:

•Deeper characterization. Subplots can share new information about the sleuth and secondary characters and help us to uncover our suspects.

•Create internal conflict. Subplots can explore the internal and relational conflicts that further complicate our sleuth's life.

•Build suspense. Subplots can foreshadow future events revealing information that helps or hinders our sleuth.

•Raise stakes. Subplots can introduce more conflict or share information that raises the stakes in the main plot.

•Reveal backstory. Subplots can reveal the events and the experiences that shaped our sleuth into who they are, how they obtain their "special skills", or why they feel they must solve the crime.

•Expand the cozy world. Subplots can expand your cozy world by exploring secondary characters, conflicts, and various settings in the town that our readers love.

Tpes of Subplots

There are specific types of subplots you can use depending on the story you want to tell. Your subplot should always, ultimately, relate back to the main mystery and drive of the story.

Here are the types of subplots popular in cozy mysteries you can use:

•Mirror subplot

•Complicating subplot

•Romantic subplot

•Backstory subplot

Mirror subplot

A smaller conflict that mirrors the sleuth in order to teach them a lesson or help find clues, suspects, or solve the crime.

Example: side characters have a conflict that’s similar to the conflict that caused the crime. By witnessing this conflict, it gives the sleuth ideas on how to find clues or how to solve the mystery itself.

Complicating subplot

A secondary character or event makes matters worse for the sleuth.

Example: Auntie Em gums up the works and wants attention while our sleuth is trying to solve the mystery, making everything harder (and more entertaining); however, this might give the sleuth the reason to find a clue or solve the crime.

Backstory subplot

A character’s backstory shows itself in the current situation.

Example: this subplot can show us the sleuth's backstory, so we learn more about who she is, her special skill, and why she solves crimes.

Romantic subplot

Our sleuth has a love interest, and this relationship complicates the main plot.

Example: the romance between the sleuth and the detective (or other authority figure) can either assist the sleuth in her mystery, or can complicate things.

Subplot progression inside your story

While the main mystery takes center stage, your subplot is developing behind the scenes. You should try to space out the progression of this plot line equally across your story.

A secondary plot line, like the subplot, has a narrative arc that needs its own beginning, middle, and end.

Progression of the subplot story line:

•Introduction

•Development

•Rising action

•Crisis

•Conclusion

Where to put the subplot

Our goal is to distribute the subplot evenly throughout the main story. I’ve arbitrarily set chapters 4, 7, 9, 12, 14, 17, 19 as areas where you can focus on your subplot. This doesn’t have to be a hard and fast rule. You can move this around. My reason in choosing these specific chapters is to avoid mucking up your Plot Points and Pinch Points [discussed later]. Let the other chapters that include plot points and pinch points focus on the main plot line, the mystery. However, this isn’t a rule, and if your story needs to have some subplot scene inside those chapters too, go for it. As you progress through your story, the subplot’s plot points should be close to mirroring the same plot points in the main plot, with the conclusion of the subplot happening right before the conclusion of the main plot.

Brainstorming - Subplots

Here are some plots and subplots for a cozy mystery novel, remembering your subplot must tie into your main plot and enhance it in some way (either help or hinder):

1. The Missing Heir:

Main Plot: A renowned detective is hired to find a missing heir to a large fortune, who mysteriously disappeared after a family gathering.

Subplot: The detective develops a romantic relationship with a local librarian, who helps her uncover clues about the family's dark secrets.

2. The Secret Society:

Main Plot: A group of friends stumble upon a secret society operating in their small town, with ties to a series of unsolved crimes. They must gather evidence and expose the mysterious organization.

Subplot: One of the friends uncovers a family connection to the secret society, leading to personal conflicts and dilemmas about loyalty and truth.

3. The Book Club Mystery:

Main Plot: In a close-knit book club, one member is found dead under mysterious circumstances. The remaining members band together to unravel the truth and find the murderer.

Subplot: As the investigation progresses, it is revealed the victim had been secretly writing a novel, and the book club members suspect the manuscript holds crucial clues to the murder.

4. The Antique Shop Murder:

Main Plot: A local antique shop owner is found dead in their store, and a sleuth takes it upon themselves to solve the murder, unraveling a web of secrets hidden in the shop's artifacts.

Subplot: The customer befriends a quirky elderly neighbor, who turns out to have a wealth of knowledge about the town's history, providing valuable insights into the murder mystery.

5. The Mysterious Vineyard:

Main Plot: Strange occurrences and accidents plague a family-owned vineyard, threatening to ruin their business. A wine connoisseur-sleuth steps in to uncover the truth and save their livelihood.

Subplot: The sleuth develops a close bond with the vineyard owner's son, who has his own suspicions about the sabotage. Together, they navigate family drama and romantic tension while solving the mystery.

6. The Amateur Photographer:

Main Plot: An amateur photographer captures a suspicious figure in the background of a photograph taken at a local event. Intrigued, they embark on a mission to identify the person and find themselves entangled in a web of deception.

Subplot: The photographer's best friend, an aspiring journalist, decides to document their investigation for a school project, but as they dig deeper, they discover a conspiracy that puts their lives at risk.

Brainstorming - Subplot ideas

Here are 20 subplot ideas that can enhance your cozy mystery novel:

1. Romantic Subplot: Develop a budding romance between the sleuth and another character, adding a personal dimension to their life.

2. Family Secrets: Explore family secrets within the sleuth's own family, which may connect to the main mystery in unexpected ways.

3. Missing Heirloom: The sleuth is tasked with finding a missing family heirloom, and this quest uncovers clues related to the murder.

4. Community Feuds: Delve into long-standing feuds or rivalries within the town, which may provide motives for the crime.

5. New Neighbors: The arrival of new neighbors in town triggers suspicions and gossip, leading to potential leads in the investigation.

6. Local Traditions: Explore a town tradition or festival that ties into the murder, with the sleuth needing to unravel its significance.

7. Blackmail: Someone is being blackmailed, and the sleuth must uncover the blackmailer's identity while solving the murder.

8. Financial Troubles: The victim had financial troubles, or was involved in a local business dispute, providing a motive for their murder.

9. Historical Connection: Connect the murder to a historical event or artifact within the town, leading the sleuth down an intriguing path.

10. Missing Person: A person goes missing in the town, and the sleuth must balance the search for this individual with the murder investigation.

11. Art Forgery: Introduce an art forgery subplot, where forged paintings are discovered, potentially linked to the murder.

12. Cold Case: The murder investigation reveals connections to an unsolved cold case, leading to a parallel investigation.

13. Animal Mystery: Incorporate a subplot involving the disappearance of a beloved pet which could tie into the main plot.

14. Mysterious Letters: The sleuth receives anonymous letters with cryptic messages that gradually reveal information about the crime.

15. Secret Society: Explore the existence of a secret society within the town that has ties to the murder victim.

16. Business Competition: A local business rivalry escalates, with the sleuth trying to determine if it played a role in the murder.

17. Identity Theft: A subplot involving identity theft or mistaken identity leads to unexpected connections with the murder victim.

18. Home Renovation: The sleuth is renovating their home, uncovering hidden secrets or clues during the process.

19. Local Legend Investigation: A subplot involves researching a local legend or myth that may hold clues to the murder.

20. Stolen Artifact: A valuable town artifact goes missing, and its theft is connected to the main murder mystery.

Subplot Exercise

Watch a subplot: Watch episode 1 of Psych and throughout the episode monitor the subplot of Shawn's relationship with his father from beginning to end and see how it is spaced evenly throughout the storyline. This includes every time his father is mentioned.

How to create a subplot

I've learned over time the subplot is something that is easier created initially before I even consider what the motive and suspects are for the main mystery. This allows me a lot more flexibility on what I can do inside of the subplot especially if it involves romantic interest or the backstory of the sleuth.

Starting with the subplot first allows me to tell that story the way I want to while fitting the main mystery around it. Possibly reflecting the subplot in the main mystery.

Step one: start with the Backdrop for your mystery; this can help inform the subplot.

Step two: choose the type of subplot you want to use.

Step three: ask yourself, how will this subplot intertwine, support, or enhance the main plot?

Step four: create an arc for this subplot; it can be subtle. Will this arc also continue throughout the series?
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THE 4-ACT STRUCTURE


“Lassiter: What do you two know about street racing anyway?

Shawn: Only what we learned from The Fast and The Furious. So...everything.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 5: Shawn & Gus in Drag

One of my favorite things about this process is the structure. And I know some writers can get kind of squeaky about the constraints of hard and fast structures but for me this allows me to show you how the pacing of a cozy mystery should land.

Do you have to follow this structure I'm going to explain to a T? No. However, pacing is something a reader can feel while they are reading, and if the pacing is off, a reader can tell something is not quite right. As a writer, it's crucial to maintain the right pacing in your work to prevent readers from having a vague feeling something is wrong.

So, one of the easiest ways to guarantee your pacing is on point is to follow as closely as you can to the structure I'm about to map out for you. Mathematically your midpoint should happen in the middle of your book. Cozies are typically between 45,000 and 55,000 words. This changes over time, so please reference your subgenre research books for length. That means the midpoint needs to happen in the middle. The middle of that would be 22,500 words for a 45,000-word novel or 27,500 words for a 55,000-word novel.

After you write your novel, you could count up the words and say, okay, my midpoint needs to be right here = The Hard Way.

Or you can start from the very beginning by counting your words so your midpoint is where it needs to be = The Easy Way.

I’m all about the Easy Way. This will keep your editing and revision process extremely short because you won't have to fix anything regarding pacing. I'm going to show you the method I use prior to outlining.

At the beginning of my career this allowed me to understand pacing and the importance of placement of key plot points. It provided the safety net for a pantser/discovery writer like me, to finish the book and know it's a solid story even before I do the first read-through. It can help you too, regardless of where you are in your writing career.

What I'm about to give you is a very arbitrary structure. It's for teaching purposes, although, as I said, I use this exact structure every single time I write a book. It works for me. Feel free to tweak it as you see fit, but definitely take a look to make sure you understand the pacing strategy behind it. Let's get into it!

The 4-Act Structure

I use a 4-act structure instead of a 3-act structure. It's pretty much the same thing as a 3-act structure but in my mind, it just works better, it clicks. For me the 4-act structure allows me to end every act with something big.

The End of Each of the Acts = Drama!

At the end of Act 1, you have your key moment, what I call the Big Push. This first key event at the end of Act 1 will push your sleuth to decide to look into the mystery. She now has to figure out the answers. That moment at the end of Act 1 is what does it.

At the end of Act 2 we have the midpoint. This is when a body drops. A body should always drop at this midpoint. (Readers like the body-drop, but you can have another big event here, just make sure it’s significant.)

At the end of Act 3 is the climax where the sleuth knows who the killer is and there's a confrontation of some sort where something happens at the end of Act 3 that put your sleuth in jeopardy.

At the end of Act 4 we have our conclusion where the murderer is pointed out and everything is explained, and then we are back to the cozy world.

Within the 4-act structure, I employ the two body drop method.

Before I go on, we need to touch a little bit more on structure. Let's write a 45,000-word novel. It might feel weird to start here by choosing how long your book is going to be but trust me, it'll work. Not only will this help me explain to you the pacing structure but as you write, this structure lets you know you are hitting the word count you need to fit in your genre, which I think is equally as important.

Using this framework, we are going to create 20 chapters. Our midpoint should happen at the end of Chapter 10. The end of each act will be Chapter 5, Chapter 10, Chapter 15, and Chapter 20.

We’re going to put two scenes in each chapter. Each scene will be 1,125 words. If you do the math that's 45,000 words when we finish it.

If you know, when you write, that your average scene is longer or shorter, that’s fine, the important thing is consistency with your word count per chapter. Sometimes my chapters will be a single large scene or multiple smaller scenes. It’s all good as long as the scenes accomplish what is needed in that chapter.

Stick with me. What I'm going to show you in this book is what needs to happen in each one of those chapters. Don't worry, there is wiggle room. An adequate amount that we can play around but sufficient structure that your readers will be happy because they'll get what they're expecting by giving them a solid story.

Plot Points and Pinch Points

Let’s talk about these, shall we?

I feel like Plot and Pinch points don’t get enough airtime.

When I drilled down on structure inside a cozy mystery, I found something interesting. I noticed that Big Decisions had to be made by my sleuth in between intervals of the antagonist (the bad guy) having done something to set the sleuth back. Those setbacks are aptly called Pinch Points. Those Big Decisions our sleuth needs to make? Those are Plot Points.

Each one of the Pinch Points increases in severity of the obstacle it creates for your sleuth. Same goes for the Plot Point, each Plot Point becomes a bigger decision than the last.

Here’s a visual I use in my workshops:

[image: Pinch Point and Plot Point graphic]



Wait a minute, you’ll say. The second body isn’t a Pinch Point? Nope. Why? Because this is a turning point in the plot. The big reversal. The thing that happens that forces the sleuth to change her mind. At the midpoint, the second body proves the sleuth was wrong about her conclusions and now has to make a decision to recommit to the investigation and start over.

The tug of war and tension between Plot Points and Pinch Points is what makes for a happy reader. Big Decisions, Big Setbacks. The more you escalate each challenge you create for your sleuth the more rewarding it is for the reader when she succeeds at solving the crime at the end of the story.

As I mentioned earlier, great structure makes for a great story. Your writing skills are going to improve over time, that’s inevitable.

Starting with solid structure and pacing ensure your earliest work is still a solid story for your reader.

List of useful tools

These tools are designed to make your writing life easier and more organized. So, without further ado, here's a list of amazing resources you might find useful:

1. Writing Sprints: either alone or in a community, has become a huge tool to help writers become productive and consistent with their writing.

2. Grammarly: This handy tool helps you check your grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

3. Google Docs: A free and collaborative word processing tool that offers real-time editing and commenting features. It’s great for writing, sharing, and receiving feedback from beta readers or editors.

4. ProWritingAid: Similar to Grammarly, this tool provides comprehensive writing analysis, pointing out issues like repetitive words, vague phrasing, and overused clichés. It’s great for self-editing and I know a number of professional writers that use this tool regularly.

5. Trello: Need help organizing? Want something visual to help? Trello’s visual boards and customizable cards make it easy to organize your writing tasks, deadlines, and research materials in a visually appealing and intuitive way.

6. Spreadsheets: I use these to keep track of my entire series, all the links, story ideas, titles, even timelines and cost analysis.

7. Canva: When it comes to designing social media graphics, or promotional materials, Canva is a fantastic tool. It offers user-friendly templates and a vast library of free images and fonts. I use this for both my fiction ads and social posts as well as for my workshops for all the pretty workbooks and presentations. I kind of love Canva.

8. Scrivener: A writer’s best friend, Scrivener is a powerful word processor and project management tool all in one. It allows you to outline, organize, and write your novel or non-fiction book in a seamless manner.

9. Plottr: If you’re a fan of visualizing your story’s plot, Plottr is a fantastic tool. It helps you outline your novel, create character profiles, and track story arcs, ensuring your manuscript is well-structured.

10. Freedom: Distraction is a writer’s worst enemy, and Freedom helps you overcome it. This app blocks websites, apps, and notifications that tend to steal your attention, allowing you to stay focused on your writing.

Exercise: Tool Set Up; Scrivener, Word, or other word processor/planner software

So much of becoming a good and fast writer depends on learning how your own brain works and understanding your habits. In this section we’ll discuss how to draw conclusions about your own habits and what software might be best for you.

One of the first things you need to do and understand about yourself is how you write. This is so general it makes me want to laugh.

How does your brain work? When does your brain work the best creatively?

How long are your scenes generally? Are they all over the place? Why? If you understand the why you can plan better. You’re one step closer to easier planning. Consistency in scene length isn’t as important as understanding why you write the way you do.

Know this: nothing you do is wrong. You just need to understand what works and doesn’t work for your brain.

Once you understand how you write, it’s important to find the tools that will help make it easier and faster. Early on I realized I could not write linearly. That has since changed, but when I started out, I needed something like Scrivener, and even though it wasn't available for PCs at the time (dating myself), I found something called Ywriter which, in essence, did the same thing as a stripped-down version of Scrivener which allowed me to move scenes around inside the document.

Scrivener is important for me because of the visual of each chapter and each scene on the left-hand side is as important as where I type my words.

However, I know not everyone works this way and you will need to find what works the best for you. Don't be afraid to experiment. Make a list of the things you wish were easier in your current process and try to find tools that will fill that gap. It doesn't have to be Scrivener, it could be Post-it notes or note cards or a white board, a drawing application, or a huge piece of freezer paper taped to the wall.

Whatever you need, you want to try to find it. You want to create ease of use in your writing. Whatever makes it easy for you to sit down in front of the computer and write your words.

I actually ended that sentence with “write your words every day”, but I know some of us don't write every day, we write in chunks of time. That's okay; like I said, you need to find the tools that will help you create systems and processes that support you and make things easy for you. Because sometimes writing is hard. You should make everything else easier, where you can. (By the way, I have a Scrivener template available through my Novel and Novella Workshop.)

Regardless of what tool you use for this process, I would like you to:

•Set up 20 chapters

•Inside those chapters place two scenes

•Each scene will be 1,125 words

•Act 1 will include Chapters 1 through 5

•Act 2 will include Chapters 6 through 10

•Act 3 will include Chapters 11 through 15

•Act 4 will include Chapters 16 through 20

•The midpoint will occur during Chapter 10

I will explain other big events like Inciting Incident, Big Push, Plot Points, Pinch Points, Climax, and Conclusion, as we get to them. But don't get scared, these are just labels, and other authors may name them differently. They are always in the same places, and they all do the same things for a reader.

Ready to get started?


PART II



STEP BY STEP OUTLINE FOR WRITING YOUR COZY MYSTERY
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MOTIVE


Gus: “You're dating a murderer!

Shawn: “Not exclusively.”

Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 1: Pilot

After organizing the pre-work with our characters and setting, this section is going to walk you through each piece of the cozy novel. Much like a paint-by-number, I’ll share each step so you can outline and then write your novel.

At this point in the process, you should have almost all of the building blocks you need to construct your story.

We have a sleuth and supporting characters, along with the community; we have an idea of the subplot. You don't need specifics just yet, I'm a pantser/discovery writer so you might see that reflected in the process. We have a Backdrop for the story which created an Icing List that will sit next to us as we write. We’re about to create our Motive, and we’ll then build a list of suspects who share complicated relationships with each other.

This pre-work sets you up for success. Even if you just have a rough idea of each of these things, as you write it will grow and deepen into the story readers are going to love.

Motive

Once you decide on your Backdrop and you've created the list of Icing that you would like to sprinkle in like extra seasoning, and you have the list sitting next to you, the next thing we need to do is decide on the motive.

By starting with the motive, we create a framework around which the relationships of the suspects will form.

Infidelity as a motive will craft different relationships between your suspects than say, embezzling.

So, start here. If you search the Internet or use an AI Chatbot, you can find a long list of possible mystery motives. I recommend you create your own list. Put it in a spreadsheet or a notebook. By crafting this list you'll set yourself up for future books all in one go. It will also help you avoid repetitive themes in subsequent books.

My only caveat to this motive list is that you avoid non-cozy motives. Motives that are sexual (other than basic adultery) in nature, drug-use (although I think you could do a clean version of drug dealing) any child-related motive, like child endangerment or trafficking, and with that, I would include vulnerable adults as well, should be avoided.

To make this easy on myself, if I begin to ask, “is this topic okay to use?” I scrap it and choose something else. Again, my object here is to gain readers so I don’t attempt to fit or force things. The caveat to this is that plenty of authors do this and create a smashing story. Follow your gut.

So have at it, make a long list that strikes your fancy. As we move onto the next step in the process, this choice will affect each of the characters as you place them in their roles.

Just do me a favor right here, don't pin your hopes on a murderer just yet. Don't worry, we will figure it out soon, but you need to go through the formation of the suspect list first. We want to make sure everyone has equal opportunity to be the murderer. Go ahead, choose a motive, something that makes you super excited, where ideas are already forming. And then head on over to the suspect chapter and create your secrets and lies!

A List of Motives

Here is a list of 51 possible motives in a cozy mystery:

1.Arson

2.Art Theft

3.Assassination

4.Betrayal

5.Blackmail

6.Counterfeiting

7.Environmental Crimes

8.Envy

9.Espionage

10.Extortion

11.Fraud

12.Fraudulent Claims

13.Greed

14.Hatred

15.Hidden Treasure

16.Infidelity

17.Inheritance

18.Jealousy

19.Kidnapping

20.Love

21.Money Laundering

22.Murder for Hire

23.Murder for Profit

24.Murder Over a Business Partnership Dispute

25.Murder Over a Contract Dispute

26.Murder Over a Drug Deal Gone Bad

27.Murder Over a Family Feud

28.Murder Over a Family Secret

29.Murder Over a Gambling Debt

30.Murder Over a Love Affair

31.Murder Over a Love Triangle

32.Murder Over a Miscommunication

33.Murder Over a Misunderstanding

34.Murder Over a Personal Grudge

35.Murder Over a Professional Rivalry

36.Murder Over a Property Dispute

37.Murder Over a Property Inheritance

38.Murder Over a Relationship Break-Up

39.Murder Over a Romance Scandal

40.Murder Over a Scandal

41.Murder Over a Will Dispute

42.Murder to Cover Up Another Crime

43.Political Motives

44.Revenge

45.Sabotage

46.Sabotage of Business Rivalry

47.Secret Identity

48.Sexual Harassment

49.Smuggling

50.Stalking

51.Theft

Motives Exercise

Here we want to decide what our motive for the crime(s) will be. We can relate this back to our choice of the Backdrop of the story.

Choose a motive that already gives you ideas for your story, and thoughts on how the crimes and suspects will play out.
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SUSPECT LIST - LIES, SECRETS, AND ALIBIS


“How can you tell that someone’s a compulsive liar? I mean, assuming that their pants aren’t on fire.” —Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 3: Truer Lies

When I begin to create the suspect list, I use a letter for each person: A, B, C, D, and E and maybe F or G if I need to throw around more subterfuge to keep the readers guessing. But if you already have names, go ahead and use them.

Person A is going to be your first victim. Person D is going to be your second victim, which will happen at the midpoint. More on this later. And here's the secret: for the entire first half of the book your sleuth is going to think D killed A. I'll explain this further as we get into the specifics of Act 1 and Act 2. But just keep this in mind for now.

The Suspect Flower

Your alphabet list of suspects should all know each other, even if the way they know each other is obscure, like they met once at the coffee shop. They should also all have reasons either to kill each other, hate each other, or want to lie to and keep secrets from each other. Spend time now figuring that out. Because it will make the writing easier if everyone in your suspect list has reasons to do the deed (or at the bare minimum a reason to keep secrets and lie) it will keep your readers guessing and it will give you more opportunities to play around with your characters. It opens up your options.

In the workbook I visually show this as a Venn diagram that looks somewhat like a petaled flower. The center is your first victim and all the petals around it intersect with each other and contain each of the suspects.

If you create these interconnections between every single one of your suspects and victim, it gives you a ton of different ideas you can use as you build your story. This is where you want to take some time to create a solid suspect list.

[image: ]


Examples of the interrelationships between suspects:

Motive - Jealousy

Amy - A

Bill - B

Charlie - C

Dolores - D

Edward - E

Frances - F

So, let’s say Bill and Amy are married. Amy shows up as our first victim. Bill and Amy should have some secret; maybe they were fighting and planning to divorce, and Amy has a trust fund.

Amy was BFFs with Dolores and Edward whom she knew in college. She dated Edward until he met Dolores. D’s secret is she was always jealous of Amy because she believed E still loved her. E’s secret is he did still love A, and hated B for stealing her away.

Frances is Amy’s sister, whose secret is she’s in love with Bill. Or maybe we’ll have her have an affair with Edward…

Now we can keep this up for a while, keep adding and/or changing their secrets and interrelationships until you get something you're really excited about. Something that creates more ideas for you when it comes to the second body drop that will happen at the midpoint.

At this point, you can select who that body will be from this list. But they have to be suspicious first, because our sleuth is going to believe this person is the murderer.

So not only are we setting up our suspects, but we are also planning the misdirected path our sleuth is going to be on until the midpoint when she realizes she was wrong and has to rethink the whole plan. But we will get to that in a minute.

Once you feel you have a solid suspect list you can then create a list of secrets, lies, and alibis for each suspect. I like to pants my story/discover my story as I write, so I don't truly create this list on paper, but it's definitely floating around in my head and I add to it, of course, as I write.

If your brain needs you to plan all of this now, please do so. If not, keep the ideas floating around. Write down your secrets and lies, alibis and clues, as you add them to the story (you might need to remember them later on). Change them if you get a better idea. Be flexible.

Now that you have an understanding of the characters you need, the Backdrop, you have the Motive, and a solid suspect list, you can now begin building the actual novel. I have a couple more things to touch on, so you are aware of them as you draft your outline. Let’s go!

Suspect Exercise

Build your suspect list A-F, use the diagram to visualize the relationships in those intersecting points of the diagram. Label the intersections with the type of relationship. Ex-spouse, high school sweetheart, business competitor, etc.

Then expand on this list of suspects by devising alibis, secrets, lies and motives for each of your suspects. You can also include proof of innocence or guilt.
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ACT 1 OVERVIEW


“Juliet: You're acting like a child, Shawn.

Shawn: I AM NOT ACTING!”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 6: Neil Simon's Lover's Retreat

Act 1 is where you show the reader a glimpse of everything they're going to see in the story, EVERYTHING. There's a reason Chekhov (Anton from Russian literature, not Startrek) is quoted as saying, If the rifle shows up in the final act it had better appear on the mantle in Act 1. Okay, not an actual quote, but you get my point.

Because you created all of these building blocks, outlining and writing Act 1 is going to be easy. Remember when I talked about the easy button?

When you set yourself up with all the information, you are going to make writing Act 1 as easy as possible.

We did the math so we know Act 1 will consist of Chapters 1 through 5. With the Inciting Incident happening in Chapter 2 and the key event, called the Big Push happening at the end of Chapter 5.

In Act 1 you will need to introduce every character in the story. This includes:

	Sleuth

	Sidekick

	Victim

	Murderer

	The Suspects

	Detective



This sounds like a lot. It is. But you have five chapters, and you can get creative with this. You don't need to create a biography for each and every character at this point. You simply need them to walk across the stage. That's it. That's enough. When you're done with your first draft you can always come back here and add additional foreshadowing if needed. But I think you'll be okay.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 1


Chapter 1 is exciting, it’s where our reader first meets our sleuth and the community where they will spend their time.

Intro to the community

Here you want to introduce your sleuth in the closed community. Beginning with the sleuth and her sidekick at their place of business gives the reader the relationship and the sleuth they will follow throughout the story. By narrowing the camera lens in on them and their relationship, you can slowly pan out to show more of the community as people come into the place of business. The dialog can discuss aspects of the community or introduce the subplot.

Introduce the Backdrop

At this point you can mention the chosen Backdrop for this story, if you have one. Will the sleuth be involved in it? Will the sidekick, thus taking her away from the sleuth at a crucial moment? (I can’t help it, I’m always plotting… muhahahaha!)

Sleuth’s internal conflict question

In this very first scene, you usually want to introduce the sleuth's internal question that will be answered at the end of the book. For instance, can she prove to her older sister that she can be an adult? By the end of our story, she will solve the crime and prove to herself that yes, she can be an adult, and make adult decisions.

But you can have any kind of internal question for your sleuth. Get creative.

What is the personal question regarding the sleuth that a reader wants answered? This question is important; it could be directly related to this specific story like is she going to win the chili cook-off? Or this could be a question regarding her character arc that's going to span multiple books. This is up to you. Make sure to give your readers a question they want answered and they'll have to read the book to find out. That's how you want to open Chapter 1.

Show off the Sleuth’s Special Skill

Chapter 1 is also where you will see the sleuth’s special skill in action. This foreshadows her using her special skill, which helps her to catch the villain, at the end of the story.

A cozy sleuth needs to be slightly out of the ordinary. What special skill can you create for her that not only sets her apart, but helps her to solve all of these future mysteries?

Great examples from television are Monk with his OCD and ability to pick up on details, Shawn in Psych who is also hyper-perceptive with a side of goofiness, Poirot with his impeccably groomed mustache and ability to understand motive and clues, Olivia Moore in IZombie, who is actually a zombie and eats brains of the victims to solve the crime, Richard Castle of the show Castle who, as a crime writer, understands countless motives and methods (Just like us!). There are many more and I’m sure you can add to this list, like Benoit Blanc…so many more. But you see they all have a slight edge, a special skill they use to solve the crime faster than the average person.

This skill may also bring with it a unique perspective for your sleuth as well. Be as creative as you want.

Mirror the First and Last Scenes of your Story

Finally, you want to be able to mirror what happens in Act 1, Chapter 1, with what happens in Chapter 20.

Having a story come full circle feels like a completion to a reader. If you can bring your characters back to the same place, maybe even discussing the same things at the very end, only in a different way because, of course, our characters have changed or learned, your reader will feel fully satisfied as they finish the book.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Opening scene example from fellow author Lynn Morrison

Lynn: “Perhaps it is my co-love for urban fantasy that drives this, but I love dropping the reader in media res, showing my sleuth mid-scene. My first scene always shows the sleuth in their daily life (i.e., before everything goes topsy turvy due to the crime), but I really try hard to make that ordinary world fun, and to keep the reader guessing. A good example is in my opening scene of Homicide at Holly Manor. My sleuth is a party planner and is at an English manor house in the Cotswolds. I loved the juxtaposition of wealth and privilege with crime and wanted to put that in from the very first paragraph. Here's how it ended up”:

Holly Manor’s ornate drawing room is a sight to behold on any day, but this afternoon it is truly something special. Looking around, it almost seems a shame to turn it into the scene of a crime. In a few hours, Holly Manor will make its Christmas season debut, playing host to a murder mystery weekend followed by a holiday gala. It’s my job to make sure both go off without a hitch. Over the past week, I’ve overseen the manor’s transformation from Victorian mansion to a winter wonder worthy of a John Lewis advert. The thick fir tree nestled in the corner gleams with red, green, and gold baubles. The miniature portraits and blown-glass birds in the curio cabinet have given way to a Dickens village complete with a mirror-lake and tiny ice skaters. I positioned the silk-upholstered loveseats and armchairs to provide cosy spaces for intimate chats. The bare end tables soon will host trays of delicate sandwiches and decadent scones. If the fires aren’t enough to ward off the winter chill, endless cups of Earl Grey should do the trick. There remains only one item to put into place. The murder weapon.

Lynn: “Ironically, Act 1 ends with the body drop - but it is the wrong body! And thus the mystery begins in earnest.”
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Opening scene example from fellow author Reagan Davis

Reagan: “I try to start with the MC in action and introduce her and at least one other relevant character. As an example, here is the opening scene from Knit One Murder Two”:

I toss the last pillow onto the bed then stand back, squint, and scan the duvet cover for creases and bumps. One small bump catches my eye, so I give the edge of the duvet a gentle tug and run my hand across the smooth surface, pleased with my neatly made bed. What feels more satisfying than climbing into a comfortable, well-made bed at the end of a long day? Not much. 

In theory, making half a bed should take half the time it takes to make an entire bed, but that isn’t how it works. At least not for me. I take the same amount of time to make half a bed as I do to make an entire bed. My bed-making skills are an example of Parkinson’s Law: "Work expands to fill the time available for its completion." In other words, I expand the time it takes to make half of the bed into the time that it takes to make the entire bed.

See also: the junk in my junk drawer expands to fill the entire drawer, my yarn stash expands to fill all the available storage in my house, and my wardrobe expands to fill the entire closet when my husband, Adam, and his wardrobe move out of the master bedroom and into the guest bedroom across the hall.

I pull my favourite jeans from my drawer and my plum-coloured top from my closet. I get dressed, return my housecoat to its hook in the washroom, then open the washroom window to let the fresh air clear the steam still lingering from my shower. I apply tinted moisturizer with SPF 30 to my face, a bit of mascara around my hazel eyes, and smear on some lip balm. My chestnut-brown hair is still wet from the shower. It’s too early to tell if today will be a good-curl day or a bad-curl day, so I slip a hair band on my wrist in case it’s a bad-curl day. I unplug my phone and leave my bedroom with coffee on my mind.
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Opening scene example from fellow author Stella Bixby

From Catfished, A Rylie Cooper Mystery, Book 1

Stress breakout. Perfect. The nasty pimple on my chin peered back at me from my rearview mirror. There was no way I could walk into an interview with that monster on my face. I caked on foundation as thick as the dust on the back of my TV in an attempt to cover it.

Deep breath in . . . and out. Living back with my parents was temporary. Was I thankful to have a place to stay after my entire life had practically collapsed in on itself a week ago? Absolutely. Had I ever thought I’d be one of those kids who returned to their parents’ basement as an adult? Not in a million years.

I was a college educated, hard-working, independent woman. All I needed now was a job. Five interviews in four days and not so much as a “we’ve gone in another direction” phone call. Not a great track record. But sixth time’s the charm, right?

My father had found the ad in the morning newspaper. The front page featured a grainy photo of Ronnie Tilsdale holding his state-record catfish—a slimy, whiskered blob almost as big as Ronnie himself.

At the end of the story, the report noted that Prairie City, the fifth largest city in Colorado, was looking for summer urban park rangers. Urban park rangers? What did they do? Defend the homeless from murderers, drug dealers, and rabid dogs? If not for the required degree in Parks and Recreation Management, I’d have probably skipped right over the ad, but seeing as how that was exactly the degree I held, I submitted an application and received a call back the next day for an interview. Bring on the murderers.
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Opening scene example from Julia Koty

This ended up being a fan favorite opening in Construction and Calamity. It shows how zany and fun Mira and her sidekick can be when they get together.

I climbed around another pile of junk. The spring had been cool, but a warm May breeze floated across the hodge-podge of miscellaneous stuff.

It didn’t quite smell like the dumpster behind the diner, but it was close. The recycling center could use a bit more organization. And that’s saying a lot coming from a person who hates organizing.

“I can’t believe you talked me into this,” I complained. Aerie flipped back her blond ponytail.

“We’ll find stuff for your kitchen, Mira, I just know it.” I had been unlucky enough that my kitchen had burned down soon after arriving in town. Aerie has helped me ever since.

“Can you know it faster? I’m not a fan of dumpster diving.”

“We’re not in the dumpsters, just near them. Oh, look a cutting board.”

“I could never clean that enough to make me want to use it.”

Aerie shrugged and placed it gently on the pile. I walked toward the back of the lean-to. She was technically right; we were only near the dumpsters not in them. The town had decided to set up a freecycle center near the recycle dumpsters in town. Complete with its own roof. But underneath this roof were piles of junk. Still, Aerie was sure we’d find a diamond in the rough for my kitchen.

“You never know what people throw out. Maybe there’s a mixer here, or a blender.” I nodded. I doubted it though. Until I noticed something. Metallic red shined back at me from around the end of the row of junk. What could that be? Moving away a grey trash bag of, I hoped, clothes, I saw what had caught my eye.

Surrounded by beat-up random items on the black asphalt sat a shiny red and white popcorn maker. It looked like it could be from a state fair or something. And brand new, too. “Hey Aerie, look what I found.”

Excited she ran over. “Oh, my goodness, that’s awesome.” She shook my arm. “See, I told you we’d find something.”




Chapter 1 Exercise

We have a lot to do in Chapter 1, so we need to plan a bit first.

Decide how we want to introduce our readers to the community. My favorite double-duty way is to open the scene with the sleuth at their job, preferably with the sidekick.

Choose the Backdrop that you will use for the duration of the book. Will this be a private event or community event or a theme?

As you gain a feel for your sleuth, this will become easier, but here you will need to come up with your sleuth’s internal conflict question. Something your readers will want to find out, too.

If we haven’t already decided on the sleuth’s Special Skill, now is the time to decide the rules around how she’ll be able to use this skill to help her solve crime. Give this special skill its own limitations, too. Make it fun and interesting.

Finally, you want to mirror the first scene with the last scene of the story. It’s easiest if you have an idea now, for example opening your first scene with your sleuth in her shop with her sidekick and ending the book with the final scene in the same shop with her sidekick again, reminiscing about what was learned, and gosh, we hope that doesn’t happen again…hook into the next story.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 2


As I've mentioned before, I use the two-body-drop method for my books. The first “body-drop” does not always have to be a body. It could be a missing person, it could be a theft, or it could be some other puzzle, but it needs to be significant. This is the Inciting Incident.

Inciting Incident vs. The Big Push

An inciting incident is the thing that sparks the mystery. It's the thing that starts the wheels turning. For most of my books I use a murder as my Inciting Incident. By the end of Chapter 2 the first body will be found. This chapter is where you set up and show the Inciting Incident. You can do whatever you need to here, including continuing to introduce people into the story etc., while laying the foundation for the body-drop at the end of the chapter.

It's customary to have the sleuth present for the big events in your story. For the Inciting Incident, I make sure my sleuth is a part of the scene or is called to the scene. The only murder I actually had her witness though was a poisoning in her diner.

I want to take a moment here to separate the difference between the Inciting Incident, the thing that gets the story started, and the Big Push that's going to happen at the end of the first act in Chapter 5.

A lot of times the Inciting Incident can immediately create that Big Push we are going to showcase at the end of Chapter 5. For instance, that poisoning scene I just spoke of starts the story going but it also created the Big Push that forces the sleuth to investigate the crime. But they don't have to be one and the same, and I’ll argue they shouldn’t. By separating them, you give a reader two big events in the first act, and this keeps them reading.

Your Inciting Incident happens in Chapter 2, and the Big Push is going to happen at the very end of Chapter 5, which is the end of Act 1. The Big Push is the “stepping through the door”, the “crossing over the threshold”, that the sleuth does on their own to become part of the story. This is mentioned in Save the Cat and The Hero’s Journey, and other methods of plotting.

The reason I separate these two things, the Inciting Incident and the Big Push, is the Big Push needs to be a decision made by the sleuth. She needs to decide to take action to move forward and to step into her role. Yes, sometimes the Inciting Incident spells that out like the poisoning did in her own diner. But it's at the end of Chapter 5 when she decides yes, she is going to be the one who investigates the crime. So, in my poisoning story, I put a big solid stamp on it by spelling out that the community was no longer coming into the diner to eat. This pushes the sleuth to make a decision where she says, “Yes” and plans to investigate the crime.

Was I able to describe the distinction between the two points for you? I think it's something we can easily muddy-up when we are writing. But if you practice separating the two things, the Inciting Incident and the Big Push, you'll see it gives your character autonomy over her decisions. In other words, the universe isn't saying, “You have to go solve this crime”. She has to make that active decision on her own. It's very effective to keep a reader reading through the first act. It gets them excited to read Act 2.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Inciting Incident Example from fellow author Lynn Morrison

Lynn: “In Murder at St Margaret, I introduced the victim (a chef) in the first chapter as an unlikeable character and set up that my sleuth was worried about winning that person over. The Inciting Incident doesn't happen until chapter three, when my sleuth visits the kitchen while on a tour and finds the chef dead.”

Metal rails and shuttered windows line the narrow end where we’ve entered. I can imagine a row of hungry students waiting to gather trays and collect their food. Tall windows line the righthand wall, providing glimpses of the manicured gardens. In between the windows are stands for cutlery and a small refrigerator with bottled drinks. Further ahead, I spotted the start of several rows of polished wooden tables. Intricately carved wooden seats are tucked underneath, so close together I can’t help wondering how often diners elbow one another. Overall, I’d rate the room as 96% typical college dining hall and 4% Harry Potter.

Dr Radcliffe casts a surprised glance at the shutters. “I’m surprised the food windows are still closed. Chef Smythe always has at least one open so she can shout at the late-arriving staff.”

“Lovely,” I mutter before reminding myself that I can achieve anything I set my mind to, including making this horrid woman like me. At least a little.

“Trust me, wait until you taste her scones and homemade strawberry jam. She’s famous for them, they practically melt in your mouth.” She raps on a shutter to announce our arrival.

“Chef Smythe, are you here? I’d like you to meet our newest staff member.” The echo of her knock is the only response.

“Strange, she might be back in the refrigerator. Let’s go into the kitchen.” We cross the room, my mouth watering at the thought of a bacon roll or a few slices of buttered toast. The cat sticks by our side, sniffing the air, searching for the smell of fresh-cooked meat. We pass the last shuttered window, striding around a small cashier station.

“With any luck, perhaps we can talk Chef Smythe into warming a scone or two. I know it's early, but they are honestly magnificent,” Dr Radcliffe explains as we round a tower of metal tray racks, turning into the open doorway. We halt, staring in horror at the scene in front of us. Chef Smythe is waiting in the kitchen.

I recognise the soles of her black rubber shoes as they dangle off the edge of the metal kitchen island. Her body lies face down, a pool of deep red staining the floor. I gasp as my eyes land on a large wooden handle. The fluorescent kitchen lights glint off the shiny steel of the meat cleaver sticking straight up from her back.

My vision goes grey as I mutter the only words that come into my mind. “I don’t think I’m getting one of her scones soon.”

Lynn: “In Murder, I Spy, I did something different. I dropped the body off-page before the book started (and alluded to the murder early on) and instead used a gunshot and car chase to kick-off the fast-paced necessity of solving the case. I did this because I had two separate sleuths that I needed to force to work together. Both had an impetus for solving the murder. I used the Inciting Incident to introduce the time pressure and threat of failure.” Excerpt of opening lines (to show off-page body drop):

History tells us that the fall of a civilisation isn't always preceded by a great portend. It might be the death of an emperor or a loss in battle, but it could just as easily be a series of small events that trickle a warning before the avalanche of change hits. Looking back, Lord Reginald would later claim it was the death of a friend which upended his life. In truth, the complete disruption didn’t begin until he crumpled his newspaper into a ball and tossed it into a terrine of porridge.

Excerpt of inciting incident (in same book):

Dora emerged with a jaunty, floral-embellished hat perched on her strawberry-blonde bob and a Chinese silk scarf wrapped around her shoulders. She paused beside his door to get a good look at the car. It was a Rolls Royce Silver Ghost.

“Is this the 1921 model?”

“1922,” Rex answered, running his hands around the steering wheel in pride. Ever since his father had bought him his first car, he’d taken great satisfaction in having the latest and greatest.

“I have a Fiat 510 at home. If you like cars, I’ll take you out for a spin in it.”

A sharp report ripped through the air. On instinct, both Rex and Dora ducked their heads. The bullet fired in their direction flew past and took out the front entry lamp at the house next door.

Dora wrenched open the car door and shoved Rex to the side with a surprising show of strength. With barely a backwards glance, she shifted the car into gear and pulled out into the street, blaring the horn to warn passersby. Rex’s heart raced as she took the corner on two wheels.

“Someone shot at you!”

“At us,” Dora corrected. “And unless I’m mistaken, they’re following us to see the job done.”
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Inciting Incident example from fellow author Reagan Davis

Reagan: “I distinguish between the inciting incident and the body drop. To me, the inciting incident is more of a disturbance; a portent that something is amiss in the sleuth’s ordinary world and trouble is brewing. Here is an example of the inciting incident from Twisted Stitches”:

Merging onto the highway that will take me through the mountains and home to Harmony Lake, Beyoncé fades out and Mr. Brightside by The Killers takes its place.

I’m dueting with Brandan Flowers when I check the rearview mirror and notice a small white car following way too close.

I’m in the left lane. I turn on my indicator to let the driver know I’ll change lanes and get out of their way. I check the mirrors and shoulder check to make sure it’s safe. 

As I press my foot onto the gas pedal and begin to move over to the right lane, the driver of the small white car guns the engine and slams into me from behind.

I grip the wheel tightly to maintain control of the vehicle and stay in my lane.

That was intentional. Why did the car rear end me?

The driver revs the engine again and veers right.

The car is beside me now.

There’s an exit coming up. The last exit before Harmony Lake. I need that exit. If I miss it, I’ll be stuck on the highway with this crazy driver for twenty minutes until we get to the Harmony Lake exit.

I accelerate again, hoping to pass the car and veer across to the right lane toward the exit. 

When I press the gas pedal, the other driver accelerates, too, and won’t let me pass.

The car swerves toward me. I steer left to avoid it and almost hit the concrete median that divides the north and south lanes.

Why is it trying to side-swipe me?

Easing my foot off the accelerator, I change tactics. If I slow down, maybe it’ll pass me. Then I can switch lanes behind it and get to the exit before we pass it. 

As I slow down, I look to my right and see the driver of the white car is wearing a disguise. One of those fake-nose-fake-glasses-fake-moustache disguises that makes them look like Groucho Marx, paired with a fuzzy wig-hat combo like the ones you find at a party store.

Why would someone drive around incognito, intentionally hitting another car on the highway?

The driver’s side window in the white car lowers about halfway down. The wind from the open window causes the driver to take a hand off the wheel and adjust the hat-wig disguise. I look at the road and accelerate again, hoping to pass the car. I’m running out of time. I turn my head to the right, and the driver is pointing a gun at me!

A gun! 

POP!

The impact shakes my car and rattles my nerves. I wrestle with the steering wheel and manage to keep control, narrowly avoiding the concrete median. 

What the?!

The driver shot at me. Whoever is in that car is trying to kill me! 

My grip on the steering wheel is so tight, my knuckles are white. I look to the right and make eye contact with the shooter, and they lower the gun.

Clunk!

The shooter lurches forward immediately, following the distinct sound of metal against metal. The disguised head almost hits the steering wheel. Someone rear-ended the car. The shooter recovers, looks right, guns the engine, and glides across the highway, just making the exit.

They're gone.

It’s over.

What just happened? 

I barrel instinctively down the highway toward home. My heart is racing. There’s a lump in my throat, and a knot in my stomach.
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Inciting Incident example from fellow author Stella Bixby

From Catfished, A Rylie Cooper Mystery, Book 1

Rylie, our sleuth, along with her coworker, Ben are forest rangers and are checking the water for illegal traps when the Inciting Incident occurs.

Once the plaza area was locked up, we moved on to closing the gates and checking one last time to see if the Muddy Water Bandit had placed another trap. Two in one day? I didn’t think it was likely, but I went along with Ben’s plan even though my eyelids were heavy and my feet blistered.

At the cove, something was off. The water certainly swirled like Ben had mentioned before, but in the fading sunlight, I couldn’t make out what made the water churn.

“Looks like a trap may have finally caught something after all,” Ben said. “I just hope it’s alive and we can release it.”

The thought of touching one of those massive mucous-covered fish with tentacle whiskers made me cringe. Hopefully, the trap had captured a bass or a trout or something like the fish I used to catch in the mountains.

Ben’s arms strained as he pulled the rope. Even with his bulky muscles, he struggled against the weight. I got behind him and helped pull. Hand over hand, the line taut with deadweight. By the time we got the trap onto the bank—a full fifteen minutes later—we both reeked of sweat. I was covered in it, my skin cooling too quickly in the chilly evening. My arms shook with fatigue.

The last light of sun had faded, and darkness overtook the cove.

Ben pulled his flashlight from his belt and shone it at the cage. The light found—not a fish—but rather what looked like a boot, then a torso, and finally came to rest on a blotchy and bloated face.

Death was unmistakable.

It didn’t matter how many I’d come across as a firefighter, dead bodies were never easy to see.

Instead of panic, my mind flew into problem solving mode. Ben’s eyes widened as he lunged toward where a boot protruded from one end of the cage.

“We can’t disturb the crime scene,” I put a hand out to stop him. “Don’t touch the body.”

“But what if we can—maybe we can do something . . .”

I pulled on a pair of gloves and placed two fingers through the cage, to the side of the slimy neck knowing full well I wouldn’t find a pulse. “There’s nothing we can do. He’s gone.”

Ben stood like a statue. His flashlight still focused on the man’s face. “Ronnie,” he mumbled. “I can’t believe . . .”

I hadn’t made the connection until he said the name. It was most definitely Ronnie.

“You need to radio the police,” I choked back the tears in my throat, took a deep breath, and regained my composure. I know I had only met him that day, but seeing someone dead who had been alive mere hours before was surreal.

Ben robotically turned the dials and found the appropriate channel before calling out on his radio, “We have a Code Fifty-Five at Alder Ridge Reservoir in the back of Muddy Water Cove.”

The dispatcher promised to send officers straight away.

“Sometimes they don’t know where they’re going,” Ben’s normal jovial voice was now monotone. “We’ve tried to work with them, but they think we’re a joke.”

His rambling continued for what seemed like an hour before the lights of a police car peeked over the ridge. Two officers stepped out with their flashlights pointed at us.

“We hear you got a body on your hands.” The first one, a short stalky man with a handlebar mustache, smiled as if discussing the latest town gossip, his voice a mix of a bullfrog and a growling dog.

The second man was about twice his partner’s height, with arms the size of beach balls, and a face that was vaguely—

“Rylie?”

Even after ten years, there was no mistaking that voice.

“Luke?” I raised my hand in a stunned wave. Luke had been my first real boyfriend. My first kiss. My first, well, everything. And I hadn’t seen him in years.
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Inciting Incident Example from fellow author Ana Bisset

From book one of the Libby Foster Cozy Mysteries: Empty Promises & Crowded Caskets. Libby, our sleuth, realizes she is tied to the dead man, even though she has no idea who he is:

“1,2,3… crack!” The two men in black both heaved on the crowbar at the same time, pushing up instead of down on what must have been the wrong side of the lid. It flipped off the casket, did half a spin, and fell to the floor behind them with a loud thunk, barely missing their heads. Then, just like we were all taught in 8th-grade science class, the casket itself had an equal and opposite reaction, falling forward, allowing one body to roll out onto the floor. The other occupant, Mr. Smith, hung halfway out as the casket came to rest, leaning on the wheels of the coffin trolley. The rest of him was stuck in as if he were tied from behind. His glasses, neatly folded, had fallen out of his hand and onto the floor, among other photos and things people had placed in the coffin earlier.

You could hear a collective gasp roll through the crowd as people realized what had just happened. Some chose to look away, and nosier people stretched to see more. I, being a member of the latter group, looked over the shoulder of the handsome Romano son in front of me and got a clear view of the dead man who was not a part of the founding family.

“Oh no, it’s him,” I said once I got a good look at the body.

“It’s who?” Kyle asked, surprising me because I didn’t realize I had said it out loud and had forgotten he was right next to me.

I took another careful look, trying to figure out how to get out of this one. Turning to Kyle, I said, “No one. I thought it was someone I met in Boston at work. Italian guys start looking alike after a while.”

Lorenzo Jr., the Romano son I was peering over, looked back at me and smirked.

Kyle took another second to decide whether he believed me. But he didn’t take too long because he needed to get to work.

“Alright, everybody remain calm and stay where you are,” he said as he walked up to the front of the room.

Nikki turned around to Mel and me, and we huddled together. “What’s up with that?” she asked.

“I saw him earlier, or his ghost, in the carriage house when I first got here and again at the Smith’s home.”

“Oh, no!” Mel whispered. “That means his death is somehow connected to you.”

“You can’t know that,” I whispered heatedly. “Maybe it’s connected to old buildings or newspapers.” I looked at Mel, who was giving me the evil eye. “Okay. His death might have something to do with me, but I can’t think what it could be. I’ve never seen the man before.”

“Could it have something to do with your grandfather?” Mel asked.
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Inciting Incident example from Julia Koty

From Pranks and Poison, A Mira Michaels Mystery, Book 2

Here Mira, our sleuth, who is also the diner’s chef, is nervous about the local food critic ordering her soup of the day.

I finished cleaning and organizing the kitchen, also known as stalling. When it was as clean as I could make it, I walked past Aerie who was hauling in a bucket full of dishes. I wanted to thank Mr. Walburn all the while I was nervously wringing a dish towel.

He and his friend were talking amicably. Chelsea was still there but she had barely touched the soup. She looked at me as though I had tried to feed her pig slop. I returned the look.

I wiped down the counter, throwing out her balled-up napkin. Gross.

She opened a mirror and fixed her lipstick.

Ignoring her, I focused on Mr. Walburn, “I hope you enjoyed your soup.”

“I certainly did. The subtle taste of paprika… and I believe you added some smoked paprika as well, was a wonderful touch.”

He cleared his throat. “Could I have a glass of water please?”

“I'll try not to drop it this time.” I smiled at him. He and his friend chuckled. I refilled his glass and set it on the counter.

He looked a little overheated even though the temperature in the diner was cool. He sipped the glass of water, coughed once, and fell off his stool, hitting the floor with a thud.




Chapter 2 Exercise

You may have already decided who the first victim was going to be when we discussed the Suspect Flower and all the interrelationships our suspects have. But if you haven’t, now is the time.

Because this is the Inciting Incident, we are showing that there is a disturbance in the community. This can also be shown as a crime or kidnapping or missing person, although I usually enjoy dropping a body here. You can vary this point in each book.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 3 - TENSION


In Chapter 3, we continue to introduce characters in the community along with the suspects. At this point, the detective has probably shown up at the crime scene. This is a great chapter to play out the sleuth and detective’s relationship with all of its tension.

A few other things should happen in Chapter 3. The murder should be more complicated than the sleuth first expected. You can create this in whatever way you want. Some examples of how to make it more complicated than the crime originally appeared to be, could be:

	•Everyone originally thought the crime was an accident but now they see it wasn't

	•Everyone originally assumed the murderer was someone obvious and it was quickly disproved

	•Or there are a large number of suspects, or a lot of people and a number of things will have to be ruled out first.



So, what is this challenge your sleuth didn't see coming?

Another thing you can add into Chapter 3 is any link to your sleuth's personal backstory. This is where you can feed in a small amount of backstory as it relates to this crime. It's always great if you can tie the backstory to the current crime. If not, that's okay too, but this chapter is a good spot to put more information about your sleuth.

Brainstorming - Complications

In a cozy mystery, complications during the sleuth's research can add a challenge to the investigation. Here are different kinds of complications a sleuth might encounter, feel free to use them in Act 2 and 3 as well:

1. Misleading Clues: Misinterpretation of evidence or misleading clues that divert the investigation.

2. Alibi Discrepancies: Inconsistent alibis among suspects that cast doubt on their whereabouts.

3. Uncooperative Witnesses: Witnesses who are hesitant to speak, or provide vague information.

4. Red Herrings: Numerous false leads and distractions that consume time and resources.

5. Missing Evidence: Key evidence goes missing, or is tampered with, hindering progress.

6. Limited Resources: A lack of access to forensic experts, technology, or databases.

7. Legal Obstacles: Legal barriers or bureaucratic hurdles that impede information retrieval.

8. Evasive Suspects: Suspects who evade questioning or become difficult to locate.

9. Secret Agendas: Hidden motives and agendas among suspects that complicate the investigation.

10. Witness Fear: Witnesses who fear retaliation or involvement in the case, leading to reluctance or avoidance.

11. False Identities: Suspects using aliases or hiding their true identities, making verification difficult.

12. Unsolved Cold Case: A connection to an unsolved cold case that adds complexity to the investigation.

13. Forgery: The use of forged documents, signatures, or evidence to mislead investigators.

14. Tampered Crime Scene: Evidence, or the crime scene, is tampered with to confuse investigators.

15. Blackmail Threats: Blackmail attempts to prevent witnesses from cooperating with the sleuth.

16. Threats to the Sleuth: The sleuth receives threats or is targeted as a result of their investigation.

17. Community Secrets: Town secrets that residents are determined to protect, creating obstacles for the sleuth.

18. Hidden Surveillance: Suspects or adversaries may be monitoring the sleuth's actions.

19. Weather-Related Challenges: Weather conditions, such as storms or extreme heat, hinder investigation efforts.

20. Interference from Authorities: Local law enforcement or other authorities may obstruct the sleuth's inquiries.




Chapter 3 Exercise

Have fun playing up the sleuth and detective’s relationship with all of its associated tension.

A slightly more challenging option is to create this tension with a separate character. The challenge is to make sure you have a plan to keep this tension going throughout your series and to keep it entertaining. For me, the easy button is the romantic and professional tension between the sleuth and the detective, and a tension filled relationship with a family member.

We also want to include our first level-up challenge for our sleuth. What is this challenge that your sleuth didn't see coming when she first learned of the crime?
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 4 - SUBPLOT


Chapter 4 is reserved for the subplot. Again, you're still introducing characters, you’re drawing connections between the suspects, but you can also introduce the subplot here in Chapter 4.

As a rule, we’re going to intersperse the subplot between Pinch Points and Plot Points so there's an equal amount of subplot throughout to keep up the pacing. Again, this is flexible, and you can move things around. Just keep the pacing in mind and make sure all the big things happen when they're supposed to. For me Chapter 4 is when I layer more substance into my subplot.

Subplot must affect the outcome of the main plot. Ideally, your subplot should be interconnected with your main plot. It should directly affect the main plot in such a way that if removed, your main plot wouldn't hold up.

A subplot has a narrative arc that needs its own beginning, middle, and end, so, if you create a brief outline of your subplot’s arc you can intersperse its placement evenly throughout your story. Again, do what feels natural to the story. Try not to force anything just because we’ve discussed placements here.

Here’s a reminder of the subplot arc. By Chapter 4, you can be in the beginning, or the development, of the subplot, giving the reader more information about the setup of the subplot. If I can, I add the inkling of the idea of the subplot as early as Chapter 1 when the sleuth and sidekick are together. Then in Chapter 4, I get to focus on the subplot and give more details about what’s going on.

Progression of the subplot storyline:

•Introduction

•Development

•Rising action

•Crisis

•Conclusion




Chapter 4 Exercise

Take the subplot ideas you created in the pre-work section and build out at least one sentence for each of the following parts of the subplot storyline:

•Introduction

•Development

•Rising action

•Crisis

•Conclusion
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 5 - THE BIG PUSH


This is the Big Push chapter. Although saying push makes you think she's forced into doing it. This is a little shove, maybe. The sleuth is shoved, and this pushes her to make a decision where she decides she’s going to solve the crime.

So, this chapter is going to be the point where your sleuth comes to the conclusion that she has to be the one to solve the crime. You can make this subtle or a big deal; it just has to happen. She has to be the one to make the decision; it can't be forced on her or assumed she's just going to do it. You have to give your readers the specificity of her making this decision. What you want to do here is set up a situation where your sleuth has to decide between two very challenging options. Something bad (solving the crime) or something worse. Something worse will happen if she doesn’t solve the crime.

In most of my books, it's a big deal. I want my readers to have an “omg” moment at the end of Chapter 5. In my first book, I burned down her kitchen. It was a big deal. It had to be. This was the first time she was going to try to solve a mystery on her own. But in subsequent novels, I continue to "burn the kitchen down”. It's actually a lot of fun. I sit at my keyboard and ponder, Hmm, how can I burn-the-kitchen-down in this story?

No matter how much fun you have with this, (hint, the more fun you have the better it is for your reader), remember this is the chapter where your sleuth needs to make that decision that they are going to take action.

Whatever it is, it pushes your reader into Act 2.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

End of Act 1 example from fellow author Lynn Morrison

Lynn: “I always end Act 1 with my sleuth accepting the call to investigate. Excerpt from Murder at St Margaret (end of Chapter 5)”:

Almost as one, Mathilde and H lean forward in anticipation of my guidance. I straighten my shoulders and clear all doubts from my head. I can do this.

After pulling my pen and notebook from my bag, I dive in. “If the magical issue is resulting in deaths, we need to act fast. Why don’t we start with a list of causes we should check out?” Both H and Mathilde nod their heads, encouraging me to continue.

“H, you said you think the magic isn’t aligned properly. Is it some kind of web? Does it use statues or monuments or something set-up around Oxford?”

Mathilde answers, “I have no idea how it works, but your guess seems like a reasonable place to start. There are sculptures and monuments everywhere. Kate would be the best person to look into the idea; both fall under her area of expertise.”

I make note of the assignment, adding, “Let’s get her to check whether any have been damaged recently. Or stolen.”

Mathilde pipes back up with another suggestion, “I’ll look into our records to determine if any books are missing. While I’m there, I’ll check the library archives to see if there is anything in the university history that might give us a clue. Maybe one of the original city limits maps will have information. We’ve got books in all the colleges, who knows, there could be old notes tucked away in one of them.”

“That’s the spirit!” I quickly jot down the plans. Looking over my notes, I realise that the only person left without an assignment is me. “Ok, so ceremonies. We know they’re important, but they can’t go missing.”

H flaps again to get my attention. “Ceremonies can’t go missin’, but they can get cancelled. Iffen we ain’t careful, the gala might not take place. It’s ‘ard to feel like partyin’ with a murderer on the loose.”

Gripping my pen, I write mine and H’s names and our assignment, reading it aloud when the ink is dry. “Nat and H - Find the murderer.”
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End of Act 1 example from fellow author Reagan Davis

Reagan: “The body drop and some version of "so-and-so is dead" always ends my first act. In my books, the body drop is always the final scene in act one. Here is an example from Killer Cables”:

As I walk into the house, Sophie lets out a high-pitched, excited yelp and disappears around the corner, into the kitchen.

“Hi, Laura!” I shout from the foyer, “I have more mail for you. I’ll bring it in and add it to your pile.”

I bend down to take off my boots.

“Sophie missed you so much. You should’ve seen how excited she was when she realized where we were going.”

On the table by the door, I see the bag of dog sweaters with Amy’s name on it. I point it out to Eric, put Sophie’s leash on the table next to it, and walk down the hall toward the kitchen.

“Laura, I brought Eric with me. He’s picking up the dog sweaters for the auction.”

As I’m about to walk from the kitchen to the family room, I hear Sophie whining and making whimpering sounds.

In the family room, Sophie is crying and pacing back and forth in front of Laura’s chair. 

“Oh, you’re asleep,” I whisper.

Sophie whines and puts her front paws on Laura’s chair.

“Shhh.” I raise my index finger to my mouth to shush her. “Let her sleep, Sophie.”

Laura is asleep in the chair with her casted leg elevated and resting on a cushion on the ottoman in front of her.

I approach Laura, and add the mail I brought to the pile of mail beside the empty coffee mug on the table beside her, and look carefully at her sleeping face.

You are sleeping, right, Laura?

Hello, knot! I get a knot in my stomach when something isn’t right. It’s one of the things my intuition does to get my attention. The last time the knot formed in my stomach was moments before I found a dead body.

I touch Laura’s wrist. It’s not as warm as it should be, and I can’t detect a pulse. 

No. Please, no. Not again. Please not again. Not Laura. Not today.

“Laura?”

Gently, I squeeze her hand.

“Laura, can you hear me?” I ask softly, shaking her hand.

“Laura! wake up!” I shout.

Her chest isn’t rising and falling.

“Eric!” I scream, “I think Laura's dead!” 
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End of Act 1 Example from fellow author Stella Bixby

From her book, Whacked, A Rylie Cooper Mystery, Book 5

Here our sleuth Rylie is asked by her boss to take the case. Even though she is pressured and says so, she agrees to investigate.

Just as we were about to get on the elevator, Ursula stepped out. “Rylie, I need to talk to you.”

The other rangers raised their eyebrows as they loaded the elevator. Nikki shrugged and mouthed an apology before the doors closed.

Ursula looked around, then pulled me to the side of the hallway. “I need you to investigate this attack.”

“But you said—”

“Someone tried to kill the person I love most in this world.”

“But the police—”

“Victoria trusted you. She adored you.”

Did she? Or had she just said that to keep her enemies closer?

“You have a certain way of figuring things out,” Ursula said. “The police are spinning in circles, and when they realize they have nothing, they’ll drop this case to move onto something bigger.”

“But what about Detective Bryant?”

“What about Harry Bryant?”

“He warned me not to investigate. He arrested me last time. I do not want to go to jail for sticking my nose into this.”

“You have my word. I’ll protect you from Harry and any other police officers that try to get in your way.” She lowered her voice. “I control all the recreation in this city. If they want to work out, golf, or fish, they have to go through me.”

She was scary. I wouldn’t want to mess with her.

“Whoever did this is dangerous,” I said. “I also promised my fiancé I would stay safe. What if I’m attacked next?”

“Victoria wasn’t very street-smart.” She glanced down the hall toward Victoria’s room. “But you are. You know when you’re getting in too deep. Just don’t go too far.”

Easy for her to say.

“I don’t know. It doesn’t seem right. I’ve worked so hard to stay out of it.”

“I don’t want to have to threaten your job.”

“Then don’t,” I said. “Because I’m tired of being bullied into doing what you want me to do.” I’d had enough. I loved being a ranger, and I needed the income, but I was sick of her trying to fire me at every turn.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.” Her eyes misted over. “I won’t threaten your job again.”

My thoughts were all over the place. I wanted to jump into the investigation. But it would be so different without Luke there to bounce ideas off of. Plus, I’d already made an enormous mess of the situation. Thinking Victoria was the attacker and then going to the office before the banquet hall. I was not cut out for this stuff.

But Ursula had never looked so sad. I couldn’t just tell her no.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I said. “No promises, though.”

Ursula tried to smile. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet.” I pushed the button for the elevator, and the doors popped open. “Call me when Victoria wakes up. I want to talk to her.”
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End of Act 1 scene example from Julia Koty

From Carnivals and Corpses, A Mira Michaels Mystery, book 5

After learning of the crime our sleuth thinks she sees her awful, savings-stealing ex-boyfriend. Now she needs to find out what’s going on and how he is involved…and if she can get her money back.

About a hundred yards from the general store, I watched a man come out and cross the street away from me. There was something oddly familiar about his walk.

When it hit me, I shook my head. “No. It couldn’t be.”

I must be having past relationship PTSD. There was no way that could be Alex. I needed my eyes checked; maybe I need glasses. Because if Alex Williams was in town, my life was in the crapper.

I didn’t bother going to the store. I turned right around and went back to the diner. When I got there, I flung open the door.

“I think I just saw Alex.” Both Darla and Aerie were in the process of clearing their dishes and heading toward the kitchen.

Aerie turned, looking confused. “Who’s that?”

Darla shook her head. “Nobody you want to know. Are you sure it’s him?”

“He didn’t follow you here?”

Darla looked surprised. “Why would Alex follow me?”

“To get to me.”

“Why? He already took all your money.”

“How else could he be here? How would he know I live here? You barely know where I live.”

“I have no idea why he’s here.”

“What, is your psychic mumbo-jumbo on the fritz? Don’t you have some feeling about it, why would he be here? My life was a mess because of him. I finally got it back on track, and out of the blue he shows up?”

“My visions have been disastrous lately so it’s just as big a mystery to me as it is to you.” Darla turned and went into the kitchen. Aerie followed, and I could hear them washing the dishes. I walked over to the booth, sat down heavily and stared at my plate of cold fries, stuffing a few in my mouth. I closed my eyes. First Darla showed up, then Dan asked me out, and now Alex is in town? That’s not even counting the dead body I found today. This was turning out to be one heck of a week.

Brainstorming - End of Act 1 - the Big Push

The end of Act 1 is where something significant happens to compel the sleuth to take action and make the decision to solve the crime. Here are ideas for these scene-ending events:

1. Personal Threat: The sleuth or someone close to them becomes the target of a threat or attack related to the murder, making it personal.

2. New Evidence Emerges: A piece of compelling evidence surfaces, suggesting that the wrong person may be accused, and the sleuth can't ignore it.

3. Trust Betrayed: The sleuth's trust in a friend or family member is betrayed when they become a suspect or withhold vital information.

4. Blackmail Revelation: The sleuth discovers evidence of blackmail or extortion involving the victim, hinting at a deeper motive for the murder.

5. Suspicion Falls on Them: The local law enforcement starts to suspect the sleuth, forcing them to investigate to clear their name.

6. Ghostly Encounter: The sleuth has a mysterious encounter or dream related to the victim, compelling them to dig deeper into the murder.

7. Hidden Agenda Revealed: Someone close to the sleuth reveals that they have a hidden agenda or secret related to the murder, prompting suspicion.

8. Journal Discovery: The sleuth stumbles upon a hidden journal or diary belonging to the victim, shedding light on potential motives and suspects.

9. Mysterious Package: The sleuth receives a mysterious package or letter that contains a clue or threat related to the murder.

10. Witness Confession: A reluctant witness finally comes forward with crucial information, forcing the sleuth to investigate further.

11. Surveillance Footage: The sleuth obtains surveillance footage that shows a suspicious figure near the crime scene, pushing them to uncover the truth.

12. Anonymous Note: A cryptic anonymous note challenges the sleuth to solve the murder and promises more information if they do.

13. Framing Evidence: The sleuth discovers evidence that suggests someone is trying to frame them for the murder, compelling them to clear their name.

14. Town in Turmoil: The town is in an uproar over the murder, and the sleuth feels the pressure to restore peace and harmony.




Chapter 5 Exercise

Brainstorm “Push” ideas. Create a list of 10 or more ways you can create an event that, 1: Fits with your story and 2: Forces your sleuth to make the decision to solve the crime.

Depending on the story, this can be subtle, like the fact no one is coming to her diner to eat, so she needs to say “yes” to solving the case, or as big as an arsonist playing with matches in her new home, igniting the kitchen to smoke her out of town. Whatever you choose, have fun with it!
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ACT 2 OVERVIEW


“Sorry, I was too busy James Bonding it up in here.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 6: Shawn Rescues Darth Vader

Act 2 is about setting everything up to the midpoint. At the midpoint, you're going to drop the second body. And until this happens our sleuth is going to be on the wrong path. Pointing the finger at the wrong suspect (although to her and the reader, they look guilty) until we find this suspect as the second body.

A variation on this is the second body proves beyond a doubt the suspect the sleuth thought was the killer is not the murderer. Either way the sleuth has to be proved wrong at the midpoint.

Chapters 6 through 10 are the space where you set everything up to make that happen.

The following things need to happen in these chapters during Act 2:

	Conflict and rising action as she discovers clues

	Interview suspects one through five (or rather, B, C, D, E, and F), completing the first round of interviews

	Create additional complications, worse than the last to keep tension going

	Show more of the sleuth’s background

	Show how the sleuth identifies suspects and puts things together; remember to add her special skill in here as well

	Direct the investigation toward a conclusion that later proves erroneous at the midpoint

	Make it clear the sleuth has a personal stake in the outcome



The most important thing to remember during Act 2 is our sleuth is going to work on solving the crime but she’s going to come to the wrong conclusion.

As we mentioned when we were putting together our suspect list, suspect A is our first victim, in Act 2, or rather in Acts 1 and 2, the sleuth is searching for clues, and everything seems to be pointing to suspect D.

Suspect D is going to be your body drop at the end of Act 2, the midpoint.

One would think readers would catch on to this and yet almost every single book of mine does this and no one has said they saw it coming. Or maybe they did but they don't admit it?

Like I said this is the easy button, go ahead and read some cozies and watch some of the shows I've listed. How many times does this method play out?

So, use it to your advantage. It saves you a lot of time guessing what needs to happen and who it needs to be. At the same time every story is different. If you're working towards this but finding it's not working, or you have a better, twisty, perfect idea, then go with that.

Another way to work this is to have her go down the wrong path and accuse suspect D, but at the midpoint the body drop and events around it prove D couldn’t have committed the crime.

Either way you decide to play it, have fun!

Exercise for Act 2

Decide who your sleuth is going to assume is the killer.

This lets you place incriminating evidence that makes D look guilty but in reality, belongs to our killer, whomever that might be. You still don’t need to know who that is just yet, although you might have some idea, there have been times where I have changed who the villain was as I got closer to the end.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 6


Chapter 6 comes directly after our sleuth has made the big decision that they are definitely in it to solve the crime. So, in this chapter, you can include some type of reaction stemming from whatever happens in Chapter 5 as part of the first scene.

Now that she’s made the decision, does she need to change things at her work, or other commitments she’s made? Has she talked to her sidekick? Etc.

After this reaction you can begin to interview suspects.

You may have created a list of your suspects’ lies and secrets already. If not, that’s fine. Because I’m a pantser, I have to create it on the fly. Just know you’ll have to choose some secrets or lies, motives and alibis, for each of your suspects as they are interviewed. Remember to save some secrets or lies, a.k.a. juicy information, for the second set of interviews after the midpoint.

Interviews

Interviews can be done in a number of different ways. The goal as a writer is to forget the word interview and focus on how your sleuth gains information about, and from, the other characters.

One thing you want to make sure of is that your sleuth is actively on the hunt for information. She can overhear things, but it’s in her pursuit of information, not accidentally. It’s a nuance, but it’s important. She has to take an active role in learning information that helps her solve the crime.

Interviews can take many forms. You can have your sleuth actively seek out the person and casually talk to them or confront them. Either way works. But one of the benefits of having a sleuth that works in a job that is community-based like a cupcake shop, a diner, or yarn store is that it provides an opportunity for your sleuth to casually chat with her customers and learn more information. Information doesn’t have to be simply dialog. It can also be evidence about how they behave or don’t behave. In mysteries, the negative space also holds information.

How ever you choose to "interview" is fine; do what works for you. Vary the types of ways in which she gets information, and you'll have happy readers.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Interview example from fellow author Lynn Morrison

Lynn: “In Fangs & Cauldrons, I made one of my characters do double-duty as both a suspect in the case AND as the ex-boyfriend of the Main Character (thereby causing problems with the MC and her new boyfriend). The Ex is constantly angling to get back his lost love, and my MC uses that desire to coax key information from him. Here are a couple of excerpts from the scene in Fangs & Cauldrons.”

Excerpt to set-up the interview with the Ex:

I broke the silence, making everyone jump in their chairs. “Pass me the coroner’s report.”

Aldo used a paw to bat it my way.

I flipped through the notes and then cross-checked the data against the photos. Just as I thought. There were no paper cuts or scratches on her hands. If the blood wasn’t Tabitha’s, maybe it belonged to whomever gave it to her.

And who had ready access to both cash and blood? “I need to speak with Luther.”

Winnie gave me a blank stare, trying and failing to follow my train of thought.

I took pity on her and explained, “Who has blood and money?” Her eyes lit up with understanding. “Want me to go with you?”

Of course, I wanted her to come with me. I wanted her, Raddix, Aldo, and a suit of armor to keep Luther well away from me. But that wasn’t likely to inspire him to share his secrets.

I flashed back to something Winnie herself had said to me only a few days earlier. “Remember when you were teaching me how to make potions? You said that some ingredients on their own were harmless, but mixed together, the consequences could be very different. This is one of those cases. If I go on my own, I might be able to convince Luther to be straight with me, vampire to vampire.”

“If that fails, you can always seduce it out of him,” she suggested. Raddix immediately sprouted claws and growled at her, but she was unperturbed.

“Don’t cross any moral lines, but if toying with his emotions gives you any leverage, you’d be foolish not to use it. After all, isn’t that what he’s been doing with you?”

I thanked her for her words of wisdom, no matter how unappreciated they truly were, and grabbed the car keys from her outstretched hand.

Excerpt from the end of the scene:

I set my now-empty glass on the desk and sauntered over to where he sat. My throat burned with bile as I settled onto the couch beside him. He shifted and scooted on his cushion, angling until our legs were practically glued together and he could look me in the eye.

I had to work so hard to keep the fake smile on my face that I was half-worried it might freeze that way. Luther, however, wasn’t looking for any tricks or traps. Having me back at his side was his greatest desire. He wasn’t about the question the why or the how. And that was the one point in my favor.

“Luther,” I crooned, “Seeing you again, so unexpectedly, it was like having a dream come to life.” I omitted that the dream in question was a nightmare. “It made me realize how much I’ve missed being around you.”

“Then you must come back to us, Morticia. I’ve already said you are welcomed with open arms.” He emphasized his point by draping an arm over my shoulders and letting his fingers caress my exposed flesh.

I shifted my expression of delight to one filled with worry. “Oh, I would come back, but I can’t, Luther. Not until this case is solved. You’ve met Baba Yaga. She won’t release her hold on me as long as Tabitha’s murder is unsolved. Every clue we uncover carries us further into the weeds. Like the money we found today…”

“Money?” He gave me his full attention.

I bit my lip with my fang and batted my lashes. Never mind that I had never acted that way in real life. The deeper I went into character, the less real this whole thing seemed. Knowing it was pretend was the only thing saving my sanity. “Ten thousand dollars, Luther! She had it stuffed into a backpack. We think she stole it from someone and that’s why she was killed. But there’ve been no burglaries… we’re at a loss!”

Luther’s smile grew even wider, so much that it threatened to split his face in half. His laugh boomed in the small room. “I can’t solve the murder, but I can tell you that you are off track. The money wasn’t stolen.”

I forced my eyes to widen until I had that doe-eyed look he so loved. “But how do you know, Luther?”

He gripped my chin in his hand and pulled my head towards his. I waited until the last second to shift sideways, turning his attempt at a kiss into a hug. Not great, but certainly the lesser of two evils.

But Luther wasn’t about to be bested by something so trivial. He moved his hand to the back of my neck, holding my body against his. Then he whispered in my ear, “I gave Tabitha the money.”

“You?” I jerked back in feigned shock at his answer.

He loosened his hold enough to allow our gazes to meet.

I guess he wanted me to know he was telling the truth. “I wasn’t completely honest with you last time we spoke, Morticia. Tabitha and I did have a conversation about her relationship with Damien, but she was unmoved by my threats. When I sweetened the pot with an offer of cold, hard cash, that got her attention. She broke off the relationship and waited the requisite two weeks before coming to claim it. She picked it up from a member of my staff on the night of her death. I assumed her killer had stolen it.”
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Interview example from fellow author Reagan Davis

Reagan: “I try to have the sleuth and the suspect she's interviewing end up together in some organic way, likely related to the subplot. But, sometimes for funsies she'll create a reason to get face time with the person she'd like to interview. Here's an example from Son of a Stitch where the sleuth and her companion fabricate an issue in their friendship so the sleuth can interview the local relationship counsellor whose wife is a murder suspect.”:

“Good afternoon, ladies.”

Emory’s voice shocks us out of our huddle. 

Emory gestures for us to enter his office ahead of him.

“Make yourselves comfortable,” he instructs. 

We sit next to each other in the middle of the simple beige sofa. He sits across from us in a wing chair, and we sit in silence while he peruses our New Patient Information Forms.

“What brings you here today?” he finally asks, smiling over his glasses, then nudging them with his index finger. 

“Well…”

“We’re hoping…”

Jess and I speak at the same time.

“You first,” I say to Jess. 

“No, you,” she insists in response.

“Actually, it was your wife’s idea,” I tell him. “She said you know a lot about boundary issues.”

“What she said.” Jess laughs and jerks her head toward me. 

Jess and I take turns explaining our unconventional and slightly complicated relationship situation to Emory. How we know each other, and how we each know everyone else in our modern family.

“We’re trying to blend our families, be friends with each other, and respect everyone else’s relationships,” Jess summarizes.

“I’m tempted to draw a chart,” Emory remarks. 

“A chart would save time,” I admit, “and give you something to refer to.”

“And it’s not just personal relationships,” Jess adds. “We have a slew of professional relationships to deal with too.” She shrugs. “Sometimes we find out things about each other we shouldn’t know or would rather not know.”

“Exactly,” I agree, taking the proverbial baton from Jess. “For example, Jess and I recently learned someone we know has used information they learned in a professional capacity to their advantage.”

I’m making this up as I go along. The only person Jess and I suspect may have done this is Emory, when he found out about Karen’s relationship with Dr. Armistead. 

“And we can’t agree on the best way to deal with it,” Jess adds, reclaiming the baton. “As a professional myself”—she clutches her hand to her chest—“I think there should be zero tolerance for trusted professionals ignoring their professional codes of conduct and acting in their own self-interest.”

Jess assumes the role of bad cop in our make-believe scenario.

“And I think just because someone does something that appears unethical doesn’t mean it’s not justified. I think we should give our…friend the benefit of the doubt and ask them why they did what they did,” I argue, trying to convince Emory that I’m sympathetic.

I’m worried our conversation sounds rehearsed, but I swear we’re improvising. 

“How do we resolve this?” Jess asks, dramatically throwing her hands in the air. “What would you do, Dr. Solomon? If you were, say, stuck between a patient and a professional colleague, for example? Would you break the patient’s confidentiality and tell your colleague, or would you honour your duty to your patient and not let your colleague know you have personal information about them?”

We look at Emory, smiling and waiting to hear his position on our hypothetical ethical dilemma.

“I’d need more information before I could answer,” he replies. “It would depend on what profession we’re talking about and the nature of the situation ...”

A ringing phone interrupts his response.

“I’m sorry,” Jess says looking at her phone. She looks at me. “It’s the insurance company. About the accident. I have to take this. Do you mind?”

“Of course not.” I wave her toward the door. “Good luck.”

Jess leaves the office without closing the door, intentionally I’m sure. Emory stands up and closes it.

Alone with Emory, I remind myself Jess is right outside and will hear me if I need to be heard. Assuming I can make noise. I look at the throw cushions that line the sofa on either side of me. If he smothers me with a pillow, I won’t be able to scream. Stop it, Megan! No one is going to smother me or strangle me with their meaty hands. Focus, Megan. In an effort to distract myself and pass the time as pleasantly as possible until Jess returns, I explain about Jess’s son having his first fender bender. 

“Let’s cut to the chase, Megan." Emory locks his gaze with mine. "Why are you really here? What do you want to ask me?”
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Interview example from fellow author Stella Bixby

From her book, Catfished, A Rylie Cooper Mystery, Book 1

“I—I thought you already caught Ronnie’s killer.” Clark said when we found seats around a table that reminded me of the ones in our high school cafeteria.

“We have a few persons of interest, yes. But we’d like to know if you could give us any additional information about the circumstances surrounding his death,” Luke said.

“Me and Ronnie, we’ve been friends for lots of years. Always fishing together. ’Til he caught that damn catfish and started thinkin’ he was better than everyone else.”

Seriously, who cared about fishing that much?

“Can you tell us about the night he caught the catfish?”

“Sure,” Clark shifted in his seat. “We were back in Muddy Water, usin’ stink bait like always, and Ronnie gets a tug. Bigger’n any tug I ever saw. It took us both an hour to reel that sucker in, and by the time it was on shore, we knew it was close to the record.

“I didn’ want Ronnie to take it to the rangers. I’ve had my bits of trouble with ’em in the past”——he looked at me apologetically——“but Ronnie talked me into it. So we loaded that big, slimy fish into the back of my truck and drove it around to the ranger station. I don’ think the rangers much believed us though.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, they was asking a bunch of questions and makin’ it sound like we was lyin’ and such. Ronnie was too excited to notice, but they seemed irritated that we made them stay open late to take measurements and weights and pictures.”

“Do you remember which rangers were on duty that night?”

Luke and I both knew Antonio and Kyle had been working.

“Oh I dunno their names, it was the Spanish one that all the girls like—”

Luke quirked an eyebrow at me.

“And the one with a permanent scowl on his face, looks like he needs an enema.”

Yep, Antonio and Kyle, though I wasn’t sure how he’d managed to mistake Italian for Spanish.

“And how did you know they weren’t happy that they had to stay late?”

“Just a feelin’, ya know? They was more irritable than usual, especially enema man—that’s what we call him, not to his face o’ course.”

I stifled my internal laughter. The name suited Kyle.

“So then what happened?”

“Then—and this is the part that made me mad—Ronnie took all the credit for the fish. Like I hadn’ even helped reel the bastard in. He said it was his rod, his bait, his fish. So I left him there.”

Here’s another example of an interview in Catfished, A Rylie Cooper Mystery,Book 1:

Patricia was on the front porch of her trailer house when we pulled up. She sat in a plastic lawn chair on the grass turf porch sipping what looked to be a Bloody Mary.

“It’s abou’ time you showed up.” Her voice was slurred, and her eyes were bloodshot. They darted from me to the trailer across from us. “Let’s go inside. The damn neighbors are always watchin’ us . . .  . . . me.”

Luke and I followed her inside the trailer and sat together on a couch that looked like it’d been upholstered in the seventies—yellow with brown and orange flowers, cigarette burns all over, and smelling of must and smoke.

She plopped into an armchair across from us. “So whaddya want?”

Luke looked at me. Apparently this was my interview.

“Well, uh,” I cleared my throat. “I know you said you think Dave’s the killer and all, but I’m not so sure.”

“Dave did it, that bastard. He took my Ronniekins away from me.” She let forced out a dramatic sob and nearly spilled her drink down her front.

“How exactly do you know it was Dave?”

“Who else coulda done it? Dave hated Ronnie. After Ronnie caught that stupid fish, Dave was a bully. And Clark done runnoft.”

Something about the way she said Clark’s name set off my radar. “What exactly happened between Ronnie and Clark?”

“Oh, I dunno, stupid fishin’ shit.”

She looked away.

“You know, we saw Clark yesterday. He was very broken up about Ronnie’s death.”

She perked up. “Did he ask about me?”

“Well, no,” I said and her face dropped.

“Not even to see how I’s doin’ without Ronnie?”

“He had other things on his mind,” Luke offered with a shrug.

“That The tramp. That’s what was on his mind.” Her face was turning purple. “If Ronnie hadn’ been a complete asshole, Clark wouldn’ta left at all.”

I circled back. “And where were you when Ronnie died?”

“You mean when that SOB murdered him?” She took a swig of her drink. “I already told him”——she jabbed a finger in Luke’s direction——“I’s just here in my house, doin’ my nails.”

“And you thought Ronnie was . . . . . .”

“Fishin’.”

I glanced over at Luke. “You told Officer Hannah you thought Ronnie was in the garage.”

“Well, yeah, I did. I mean, I—I don’t know—” she started sobbing againlet out a sob that sounded like a pissed off cat. It took every part of me not to roll my eyes. Did she really think I would let this go because she cried? Luke shifted uncomfortably next to me. Typical guy, can’t handle a girl crying. These tactics may have worked on Luke and his partner, but I knew a fake when I saw one.

“Patricia, do you like to fish?” I asked.

“I, well, I—” She blew her nose on a stained handkerchief she’d pulled from her bra. “I use ta like going with Ronnie and Clark. But when Clark left, it wasn’ so fun anymore.”

“What do you mean it wasn’t fun anymore?”

Panic washed over her face.

“It’s okay,” I said in a softer voice. “We’re just trying to find out who killed Ronnie.”

She nodded and dabbed at her eyes. “It’s just, Clark was a bit of a shield between me and Ronnie. When he was gone, me and Ronnie fought all the time.”

“Did you and Clark ever spend time together when Ronnie wasn’t around?” I asked. Luke shifted on the couch next to me.

“You can’ possibly think . . .  . . . no.” She shook her head violently. “We wasn’ nothin’. I mean, I woulda been there for him, but he had that stupid little strung out bimbo from the slums he’d always run to.”

Her voice cracked. So much for being so in love with her Ronniekins.

“So you were home painting your nails and Ronnie was fishing.” I changed the subject.

“Yep. Apparently he didn’ care that I didn’ want him to go. Snuck out, he did.” She looked at Luke. “I didn’ wanna tell ya, because I didn’ want ya to think I killed him.”

“We’re just trying to get all the facts, Mrs. Tilsdale,” Luke said. “If there’s anything else you left out in your first interview, please tell us. It may help us find Ronnie’s killer more quickly.” He flashed her the same smile he’d given the girl at the motel.

She blushed. “Well, don’ take this the wrong way, but I followed Ronnie that night.”

I shot Luke a sideways I-told-you-so glance.

“He went through that same gate I led you to. I sat in those bushes ’til it was dark. And the only person who came out those gates was Dave.”

But Carmen said Dave was with her that whole evening. “Did you actually see Dave’s face?”

“Well, no. But who else wears a stupid-ass full-body green onesie to fish? He’s the only one out there I’ve ever seen wearing it, and I been out there a lot.”

“A onesie? You mean waders?”

“Whatever they’s called, he was wearing ’em, just like he does every time.”

I had seen Dave twice, and neither time was he wearing waders. I had seen him in head-to-toe black though. “He wasn’t wearing waders when he was taken to jail.”

She shrugged. “Maybe they’s too hot that night.”

“So you saw Dave leave, but you never saw Ronnie leave?”

“I just figured he met someone out there and . . .  . . . and, well,” she blew her nose again, “left with her. It wasn’ until the nice officer came to my house the next day and told me that he was d-dead.” The sobs were uncontrollable this time. “I didn’ mean ta leave all those nasty messages on his phone. I’s mad. I thought he was with a girlfriend. I’s such an idiot.”

“I think that’s all we have, right, Rylie?” Luke stood from the couch.

No, that wasn’t all. This lady was a first class liar. I didn’t believe these tears in the least. But Luke wasn’t making a suggestion.

“We’ll let ourselves out.”

I stood and walked out, glaring at his back the whole way.

“Why in the hell did you stop the interview?” I asked when we were securely within his truck.

“I think it’s obvious, she didn’t do it.”

“What? Because she cried? She’s a liar and a fake.”
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Interview example from fellow author Julia Koty

From Construction and Calamity:

Here Mira and her sidekick’s brother are working together to canvas the local strip mall for information.

Jay wanted to talk to his friend Karl who was the general contractor on the site, and I decided to talk to the other owners in the plaza to see if anybody had seen anything. I would work left to right across the plaza, Sam’s being the last business before the construction area.

I pulled up the list Aerie and I made when we sat in the parking lot during the rainstorm. The Ace Hardware store was owned by a man named Bob Earl. I jammed my phone in my back pocket and headed into the store. I thought for a moment about what I could buy while I was here. I was pretty sure if I bought something it would make the owner a little more conversational. It couldn't hurt. A drywall sander? Putty knife? Well, here goes.

I pulled open the door and stepped inside. The shop was bright and spotlessly clean, and smelled slightly of lawn fertilizer and lilacs. A nicely placed display of John Deere lawn mowers sat at the center of the room. The green and yellow shined like racecars.

I stopped to check things out and get my bearings, looking for an office where the owner might be at the back of the store. An older gentleman in denim and a flannel shirt and quilted vest stepped out of an aisle in front of me. “Good afternoon. How can I help you?”

“I’m actually looking for Bob.”

“You’ve found him.” He offered his hand.

“How can I help?”

“Oh, hi. I’m doing some drywall,” I blurted out as I shook his hand.

“Right this way.” He walked toward the aisles on the left past the checkout counters.

“Nice weather we’re having lately.”

“Yeah. Not too hot.”

“Oh, it’ll get hotter. Make sure you keep your lawn watered come July. We have sprinklers here.” He pointed to the aisle as we passed. “Here we are, dry wall. What are you looking for exactly?”

“I’m actually helping a friend with it. Maybe a putty knife?”

“Sure, here are a number of putty knives.” He pointed to two. “These two are more ergonomic, easier to hold if you’re working for a long time.”

“We’re just doing one room.”

“Then any one of these others would work for you. Do you need putty or sanders?” “I think Jay will have those.”

“Oh.” He grinned. “You’re working with Jay McIntyre? I know him well.”

I couldn’t help but smile back. This guy gave off a fatherly vibe. “He’s been helping me fix my kitchen.”

“Were you the one whose kitchen caught fire last month?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Nothing like a small town where everyone will always know what’s going on. Oddly, I didn’t mind so much. I was getting used to it here. And if everyone knew everything, then someone would know enough about the missing crane to clear Sam’s name.

He nodded solemnly. “House fires are always a shame. Anything you need, you let me know. I’ll discount it for you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“It’s neighborly. I can’t help build it with you, but I can help you fix it up.”

I smiled at him and when I looked beyond his shoulder. I noticed kitchen appliances in the back. I had to remind myself that I was here to interview Bob about the missing items from the worksite, and not shopping.

“Bob? Do you know about the missing crane over at the other end of the plaza?”

“Oh, sure, hard not to.”

“Did you happen to see anything out of the ordinary?” I angled myself away from the back so I couldn’t see the professional-grade six-burner chef stove out of the corner of my eye.

“I can't say that I did. The contractors don't usually come in here. They get their supplies elsewhere. Although occasionally if they need a quick replacement, they will come in.” He gave me an uncertain, distracted look.

“I’m asking because one of my friends Sam Andrews is being framed.”

“Well, I have to tell you, the guys they hired are a motley crew. That group was obviously thrown together, probably on the cheap. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was one of them that was up to no good.”

“Really?”

“Thinking about it, I had some discrepancies with my inventory last week that I thought was a computer error. But…well, I’ll keep my eyes on them if any of them come in again.”

“Could you let me know what was missing?”

“Sure. Let me get my computer.” He grabbed his laptop, put on some reading glasses, and pulled up a page. “Looks like bungee cords, a wrench set, a few carabiners. Pretty random stuff.”

“Thanks, Bob.” I would make a note of the items when I got back to the car. I glanced back at the oven, and gave in. “Could I take a look at the appliances?”

“Sure, come on back.” He grinned. Meeting bob had been pleasant. I had some ideas for my future kitchen appliances, and he promised to keep an eye out in the plaza for anything that would point to someone causing malarkey as he put it. I listed the items missing from his store on the second page in my notebook.

Brainstorming - Confrontation of suspect

Here are some ideas on ways to confront a suspect, these can also be used in confronting your antagonist/killer later in the story.

1. Direct Accusation: The sleuth boldly accuses the suspect, presenting their evidence and reasoning.

2. Subtle Questioning: The sleuth engages the suspect in casual conversation, subtly probing for information.

3. Evidence Showdown: The sleuth lays out the evidence before the suspect, asking for explanations.

4. Ambush Interview: Surprising the suspect with an unexpected interview in an unguarded moment.

5. Invitation to Talk: The sleuth invites the suspect for a private chat to discuss their suspicions.

6. Setting a Trap: The sleuth creates a situation where the suspect's actions or reactions reveal their guilt or innocence.

7. Family Confrontation: The sleuth approaches the suspect's family or close friends to gauge their reactions.

8. Witness Statements: Presenting witness statements that contradict the suspect's alibi or story.

9. Psychological Tactic: Using psychological manipulation or mind games to elicit a confession or reaction.

10. Disguised Meeting: Confronting the suspect while in disguise to catch them off guard.

11. Anonymous Message: Sending an anonymous message or letter hinting at their suspicions.

12. Reverse Psychology: Pretending to be on the suspect's side to gather more information.

13. Mysterious Tip-Off: The sleuth receives an anonymous tip that leads them to confront the suspect.

14. Trap with Evidence: Luring the suspect into a location where incriminating evidence is planted.

15. Evidence Exchange: Offering a deal to exchange information or evidence with the suspect.

16. Clever Ruse: Creating a clever ruse or scenario to force the suspect to reveal information.

17. Tense Confrontation: Confronting the suspect in a high-tension situation, such as a public event.

18. Search Warrant: Working with the detective in obtaining a search warrant and confronting the suspect during a search of their property.

19. Role Play: The sleuth and suspect engage in role-playing to reenact the crime and assess reactions.

20. Good Cop, Bad Cop: Utilizing a "good cop, bad cop" routine with another character to extract information.

Brainstorming - Interview Locations

Here are some location ideas where the sleuth can conduct interviews with suspects:

1. Town Square: The central gathering place of the town, where suspects can be easily found.

2. Community Park: A spacious community park with benches and picnic areas for interviews.

3. Coffee Shop: A cozy coffee shop known for its warm ambiance, where suspects meet for a cup of coffee.

4. Diner: A classic diner with booths and counters, providing a casual backdrop for conversations.

5. Living Room: In the comfort of the sleuth's or suspect's living room, creating an intimate setting.

6. Police Station: Interviews take place in a small interrogation room at the local police station.

7. Town Hall: Within the town hall's meeting rooms, where official business and town gatherings occur.

8. Backyard Patio: On a suspect's backyard patio, providing a relaxed atmosphere for discussion.

9. Public Library: A quiet interview within the public library, keeping the suspect from creating a scene

10. Local Pub: In a cozy pub or tavern, where suspects may go for a drink and conversation.

11. Historical Society: At the local historical society's headquarters, among exhibits and records.

12. Lake Dock: Interviews by the town's picturesque lake, near a dock or boathouse.

13. Bakery: In the delightful setting of a bakery, surrounded by tempting pastries and treats.

14. Country Store: Within a charming country store, with shelves of local goods and groceries.

15. Beachside Café: A café by the beach, allowing for interviews with a view of the shoreline.

16. School Courtyard: Interviews in a school's peaceful courtyard or garden.

17. Family Kitchen: Inside the kitchen of a suspect's home, creating a cozy and personal space.

18. Doctor's Waiting Room: Conversations while waiting at a doctor's office, where suspects may cross paths.

19. Festival Grounds: During a town festival or fair, amid the festivities and attractions.

20. Farmers' Market: Amidst the stalls of a bustling farmers' market, fresh produce, pies, and handmade goodies.




Chapter 6 Exercise

Choose which character you’ll interview first and decide how the interview takes place, and what information will be gained. Remember don’t spill all the beans at once, there will be a second set of interviews where you’ll have to supply additional information. This information can come directly from your lies and alibis worksheet, or you can share details about the individual that deepen the various storylines.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 7


In Chapter 7, we continue interviewing our suspects. We can interview suspect number two and suspect number three separately, or together, how ever you feel it works for your story. This is where you’ll share more information (but not everything) with your reader about the lies and alibis and backstory of these suspects. If interviewing two suspects in a single scene is too much, you can break it up.

This is also a chapter where you can introduce the next step of your subplot.

As we talked about, your subplot has its own unique arc for the duration of the book. Chapter 7 is when we can add additional information regarding our subplot, developing issues inside this storyline. This lets you lead to a midpoint reversal or aha! moment for your characters (whomever is included in this subplot).

Get creative by combining the subplot and the interviews. But if that is too challenging for this story, play it out as the story needs it to be, and in a way that is easiest for you.




Chapter 7 Exercise

Choose the next one or two suspects that your sleuth will interview, where and how the interviews will take place.

Decide on the next piece of the subplot you plan to share with your reader (review chapter six on subplots and storylines). Have you found ways for the subplot to tie into, and help develop, the main mystery plot?
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 8 - PINCH POINT


APinch Point (as discussed in chapter seven) is a challenge coming from the antagonist in the form of an act or action.

In Chapter 8, we often find a piece of evidence has been lost, or the sleuth misinterprets the significance of a clue due to subterfuge.

Pinch Points can come in a lot of different ways.

You can have the antagonist do something very direct, like interfere with the clues and evidence. Or the antagonist can misdirect the sleuth in some way by giving false information to somebody else, who gives it to the sleuth. This can be indirect as well; for example, maybe the antagonist tells the Uber driver the wrong directions, so the sleuth ends up somewhere else thus losing the time she needs to find clues.

Chapter 8 is the spot that trips up the sleuth in her process to gather information. This doesn't always have to be a direct physical thing coming from the murderer, like I said, the antagonist in a scene also doesn't have to be the murderer. Look at Chapter 8 as a spot where you can cause some complications. It's best if it comes from the direction of the murderer but it doesn't have to. This leaves some flexibility. It depends on your story. Just make Chapter 8 hard for your sleuth. Remember we’re going to ratchet up the challenges, so make this challenging but have plans to make it worse in the future.




Chapter 8 Exercise

Chapter 8 is our Pinch Point. How can we make things difficult for our sleuth (remembering we are going to make it even more challenging later)?

Maybe a piece of evidence has been lost, or the sleuth misinterprets the significance of a clue due to some sort of deception.

Cause some complications. It's best if it comes from the direction of the murderer but it doesn't have to. This leaves some flexibility for you. How ever you decide to make the mystery challenging, have fun with it!
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 9


We continue to interview our suspects and gather information. We can choose to include subplot in this chapter as well.

Chapter 9 is the lead-up to the midpoint where we learn everything the sleuth had in mind was incorrect. Now is when your sleuth takes a moment to talk to the sidekick about who she thinks the killer is, because remember at this point, she feels like she's solving the crime.

Chapter 10 is when she’s planning to announce her suspicions, and say it's suspect D, only she finds the suspect dead by the end of Chapter 10.

A second option is to have another body, but this crime proves beyond a shadow of a doubt that D is definitely not the killer. Either way you choose, the sleuth has the wrong idea, and she continues to believe it wholeheartedly in this chapter.

So, Chapter 9 is where we set this up. She is going to tell the sidekick that suspect D is the murderer. At the very least, she’s heavily suspicious, and making plans to confront them. Chapter 9 is your space to create this part of the story, right before the reversal at the midpoint.




Chapter 9 Exercise

Plan out Chapter 9 by concluding your interviews, if necessary, and then have your sleuth talk to her sidekick to let the reader know how positive she feels about the killer’s identity. She may, at this point, be planning to confront suspect D.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 10 - MIDPOINT - SECOND BODY


The midpoint! This is the chapter where the entire story pivots. This happens in every genre of every book. The story goes in one direction and then at the midpoint, things change in a big way.

Our sleuth, who is very sure she knows who the killer is, joins the sidekick, and plans on confronting this person, or heading out to retrieve the linchpin of evidence.

But…

This is usually when I have my sleuth stumble upon the body. Especially if she did not stumble upon the body in Chapter 2. Readers love to live vicariously through the sleuth, and finding the body is a big thrill. The end of Chapter 10 is when this body shows up, so you have the entirety of Chapter 10 to increase the tension.

The appearance of this second body at the midpoint proves unequivocally that the sleuth’s initial deduction was incorrect. Who they thought the killer was has now been proven, without a doubt, to be wrong. I usually do this by making the accused be the body that is dropped at the midpoint. But you can devise other creative ways to use the midpoint to prove the sleuth’s initial suspect is cleared of wrongdoing.

Chapter 11 is when we can show her reaction so don’t worry about that here. Chapter 10 is your space to build up the finding of the body and then throw a spotlight on the body when it is found. This is one of my most favorite chapters to write. Have fun with this one!

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Midpoint body example from fellow author Ana Bisset

From book one of the Libby Foster Cozy Mysteries: Empty Promises & Crowded Caskets

Libby realizes Leah Miller, daughter of, and assistant to the funeral director, has something to do with the second body being in the casket. So, she goes to her workplace to interview her.

I was surprised to see as many ghosts as I did, considering I saw none the night of the service. Maybe they didn’t like being crowded out by breathing humans.

“Leah?” I called out. I could see the light under a door and figured it must be her office. There was a ghost of an older man hanging his head, shaking it back and forth, standing by the door. Ignoring him, I walked up to the door and tapped on it, repeating her name.

I opened the door, stepped into the office, and understood immediately why she hadn’t answered. Leah Miller was dead.

I must have screamed because her father came running, wearing a rubber apron and gloves. “Leah!” he yelled when he came into the office.

I stepped back into the hall and tapped 911 on my phone, giving them all the information, they needed to get the police there quickly. When I got off the phone, the ghost of the old man was still shaking his head. I now understand the sentiment. Such a young life with a promising future snuffed out by the selfishness of another.

Midpoint body example from Julia Koty

Here, in Pranks and Poison, I don’t quite kill off the suspect, but I do make it a point to disprove the sleuth’s initial theory. It’s a bit of a coincidence that the sleuth ends up at the hospital at the same time as the next victim, but I look at it this way, she was injured while looking for clues (being proactive). I also think cozy readers are okay with the occasional coincidence, especially when it comes to finding bodies, er victims.

“I feel like an idiot.” Aerie helped me limp into the emergency room.

“You jumped out of a window.”

“You jumped too and didn’t twist your ankle.”

“I was just lucky.”

“And I was just… oooh.”

Aerie stepped up to the intake desk. “My friend sprained her ankle, we think.”

I was handed a form to fill out and we settled in for a wait. Aerie got up and dragged over another chair and picked up my foot and set it gently on the chair.

“Thanks, Mama Duck. I’m okay, really. If we just get an ice pack, we can be on our way. Then we can keep an eye on what Nancy and Gerard are doing.”

“Right now, I’m going to bet they’re finishing lunch.”

“Okay right, but what about after?”

“I don’t want to know what they’re going to do after.”

“Good point.”

We sat for a while longer.

I broke the silence. “I suppose we’ll need to share this

information with Detective Lockheart.

“Yeah. He should know about it.”

“Especially because I think Gerard is our man.”

“You don’t think Nancy could be in on it?”

“She seemed pretty sincere at yoga the other day. But she does have a motive, too.”

“Not as good a motive as Gerard. Look, he’s taken over Mr. Walburn’s job, he’s obviously also having an affair with Wally’s wife, and Terry Walburn all but said Gerard has always envied Walburn’s life.”

Aerie nodded. “He was also sitting next to Walburn when he died. He could have given him something that poisoned him before coming to the diner.”

“Exactly. We just need to find some incriminating evidence.”

“Come to think of it, when I was taking their orders, Gerard was pretty standoff-ish to Walburn. And then I noticed that Walburn started to flirt with Chelsea.”

“I remember you said Chelsea flirted back.”

“Yes, I’m trying to put that out of my mind, so I don’t stay angry with Jay, but whatever.” Aerie shifted in her uncomfortable seat. “Yes, she was flirting with Walburn, too.

He gave her a Lifesaver, and she licked it suggestively.”

“Eww.”

“See. I told you I was trying to put it out of my mind.”

I flashed back to when I had absently started to clean up Chelsea’s crumpled diner napkin. “I bet she spit it out. I bet all she did with that Lifesaver was lick it.”

Aerie closed her eyes, like that would get the vision of Chelsea licking the Lifesaver out of her head, because it was in my head, too. “I bet the Lifesaver had the poison on it.”

“That would explain why Chelsea got sick too. But not so sick she’s six feet under. I might dislike Chelsea, but I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone.”

“We found the murder weapon.” I shifted in my excitement and pain shot up my leg. “Ow.” I moaned at the deep ache in my ankle. “Well, at least this, I guess—” I waved at the offending body part —“was worth it.”

“Gerard must have tampered with Walburn’s pack of Lifesavers.”

“And he just had to wait until after lunch when he’d have a mint.”

“That’s so calculated.”

“He’s sleeping with his best friend’s wife. Which isn’t exactly spontaneous or an accident. Terry was right, this guy really did want Walburn’s life.”

There was a flurry of activity near the doorway. EMTs brought in a gurney and we could hear them relay the patient's stats to the nurses.

“Possible poisoning.”

Aerie and I perked up.

“Blood pressure is high, pulse is high.”

“Okay, let's get him into room two.”

We watched as they wheeled the gurney down the hallway. Moments later a weeping Nancy came through the doorway. She looked frantically around. “Where did they take him?”

A nurse stopped her. “He's in room two. But for right now we would like you to sit out here until we get him stable.”

Nancy nodded with tears spilling down her cheeks and headed in our direction. When she saw us she did a doubletake.

“What are you doing here?”

“Sprained ankle,” was my response.

She sat back into her chair dabbing her eyes with a tissue. And continued to eye us suspiciously. She took out her cell phone. She seemed to collect her emotions the more she sat there, texting. Aerie and I covertly watched her.

I took out my phone and texted Aerie. Our theory just went down in flames.

No kidding.

Do you think she did it?

Aerie shrugged as she thumbed in her response.

I guess it's possible. But now we need to know her motive.

Nancy glanced up and glared at both of us. It was almost as if she knew what we were texting to each other.

“The two of you were looking into the poisoning, weren't you?” she asked.

“You could say that. We want to let people in town know that our diner is a safe place to eat.”

“Can I hire you?”

I stared back at her in disbelief, and then glanced over at Aerie whose mouth was hanging open.

“For what?”

“To find out who is poisoning the people I love.” She sniffled and dabbed a tissue to her nose.

“Did Gerard just have a Lifesaver?”

“Yes,” she looked shocked. “How did you know?”

“You know where the Lifesaver roll is?”

“No. Yes. I think it's back at the bed-and-breakfast.

Maybe on our lunch table. Or in the room. Wait. I think he left them on the table.”

A nurse came into the waiting area. “Mrs. Walburn, he is stable. You can come back now.”

Nancy stuffed the tissue into her purse and stood up adjusting her pants and shirt. She started to walk away and then turned back. “You're hired. I'll pay you whatever you want.” And she walked away.

Aerie beamed. “Do you think that makes us private investigators?”

I shifted in my seat and blanched as more pain shot up my leg. “I think it does.”

“Do you think we’ll find that roll of Lifesavers?”

“If we do, Detective Dan can't get on my case anymore.”

“Not if we help him solve the mystery.”

“If he was appreciative the first time we solved a mystery, he has a funny way of showing it.”

Midpoint body example from Julia Koty

In Construction and Calamity, at the beginning of Chapter 10, Detective Lockheart has just taken Sam in for questioning, accusing him of the earlier crime. Soon afterward, firetrucks are seen heading to Sam’s restaurant.

Suddenly the water rose faster. Soon it was up to my ankles. Sam and Scott ran around the kitchen unplugging anything electrical. There was something very frivolous about trying to save things. There was nothing we could do about the rising water except watch it swallow the entirety of the kitchen floor. I glanced at Sam and saw the hopelessness in his eyes. I wanted to cry for him. We were watching him lose his business.

Outside we could hear the firemen at work. Finally, the water stopped rising. They must have shut off the water. Sam breathed a sigh of relief. Hopefully, he won’t lose any of his equipment. Insurance would have to cover the rest. We slogged out of the kitchen. There was nothing more we could do. We stood in the parking lot, which had a slight rise to it and had less water. The theater was even more of a mess.

Firemen pumped water out of the building and down the street. I could hear the water emptying into the storm drains.

The whole scene was disheartening. Suddenly, a frantic bustle issued from the theater. Two men slung a third man between them. He was clearly injured and unable to walk on his own. The EMTs raced forward with the gurney and rushed him into the ambulance. I couldn’t see who it was, but it didn't look good. Detective Lockheart stood outside the ambulance talking with one of the EMTs.

As we came closer, I could hear him. “Thank you. I'll call the hospital for an update.” He turned around and saw me. He didn't say anything. He just shook his head and walked over to interview one of the firemen.

“I'm going to see what I can find out. Karl is over there.” Jay jogged over to where his friend Karl stood. As the general contractor of the site, he might have an idea of what happened.

Jay came back a few moments later with the answer. “It looks like someone who knew what they were doing opened the water main.”

“Who was injured?” I asked.

“Glen Hensley was electrocuted trying to fix things.”

I shivered. “Do they think he will be all right?”

“It doesn't look good. But he was still breathing when

they put him in the ambulance.”

Sam and Aerie stayed behind. Sam had already called the insurance company and was waiting for a claim adjuster to arrive. I told Jay I could drive him back, but he said he wanted to wait for Chelsea to pick him up.

I understood. It was better if I headed out. Things were getting real. And the harder that Detective Lockheart pushed me to stay away, the more I felt I needed to find out what was going on.

When I got home, I took Ozzy for a walk. I was halfway to the school when my cell phone rang. It was Aerie. “Glen Hensley died on the way to the hospital.”

“I understand why you are mad at me, Aerie. But I will find out what's going on.”

Brainstorm Body Drop Locations

Here are some ideas for locations to drop the body:

1. Tea Room: The victim is found in the back room of a charming tea room, surrounded by antique teapots and dainty teacups.

2. Library: The body is discovered in the hidden corner of a small-town library, amidst shelves of dusty old books.

3. Botanical Garden: The victim is found among the exotic plants and flowers of a botanical garden.

4. Antique Shop: A rare antique shop becomes the scene of the crime, with the body hidden among valuable collectibles.

5. B&B Garden: At a quaint bed-and-breakfast, the first body is found in the lush garden where guests relax.

6. Vineyard: The victim is discovered among the rows of grapevines at a picturesque vineyard.

7. Art Gallery: The body is found during an art gallery opening, surrounded by colorful paintings and sculptures.

8. Seaside Pier: A body washes ashore near a seaside pier, disrupting a peaceful coastal town.

9. Farmers' Market: Amidst the stalls of a bustling farmers' market, a body is discovered beneath a pile of fresh produce.

10. Historical Mansion: In a grand old mansion turned into a museum, the victim is found in a hidden room.

11. Boutique Hotel: The body is discovered in a luxurious suite at a charming boutique hotel.

12. Park Gazebo: A body is found under the gazebo in a scenic park, surrounded by flowers and chirping birds.

13. Countryside Inn: At a cozy countryside inn, the body drop occurs in a peaceful garden.

14. Victorian Garden: The victim is found in a meticulously maintained Victorian-style garden.

15. Community Center: In the midst of a community center event, the body is discovered in a storage room.

16. Bookstore: The cozy atmosphere of a small-town bookstore is disrupted when a body is found among the bookshelves.

17. Gourmet Kitchen: A murder mystery unfolds in a gourmet restaurant's bustling kitchen.

18. Historic Lighthouse: A body is discovered in the shadow of a picturesque, historic lighthouse.

19. Botched Picnic: The opening scene takes place during a community picnic, where the body is found amid picnic baskets and checkered blankets.

20. Quaint Chapel: A small, picturesque chapel becomes the scene of the crime, with the victim found near the altar.




Chapter 10 Exercise

Is your sleuth planning to confront the suspect, or is she going out to find that linchpin of evidence to prove D is the killer?

How will your sleuth find the body?

How do you plan to spotlight the body?

Don’t worry about the sleuth’s reaction to learning she was wrong just yet, you can focus on that in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 22 ACT 3 OVERVIEW


“I don’t lose things. I place things in locations which later elude me.” —Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 4: Shawn Gets The Yips

Act 3 Overview

Act 3 is sometimes called the muddle in the middle, a.k.a. the boring section. But using this template to set up our stories will keep this from happening.

The following things need to be placed in Act 3:

	Crisis, the biggest setback for the sleuth

	Create a sense of urgency, with consequences - the ticking clock

	New approach to solving doesn't go well

	Complications and twist to the subplot

	Reveal hidden motives of the suspects, develop and expose the meaning of things we hinted at in Act 1 to slowly clarify the significance of earlier clues



Act 3’s chapters are for setting up all of the complications and slowly revealing hidden motives of the other suspects until we reach the climax scene at the end of Chapter 15.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 11


Chapter 11 is the scene where the sleuth has a moment to react to the fact she was wrong about her initial conclusion, and it can't be immediately remedied. She has to take a moment and rethink what went wrong.

Depending on your sleuth’s backstory, this setback might take a huge swing at her self-confidence. Let her work through it in this chapter, and then with the addition of the ticking clock, she needs to reaffirm her conviction to solve the case.

In Act 3 the second set of interviews begin, but first we need to set the timer!

In this chapter, we introduce the idea of the ticking clock. The introduction of the ticking clock in the third act keeps this part of the story from dragging or feeling slow.

Examples of what you can use for the ticking clock can be directly related to the mystery itself; personally I feel this is the best option, or you can create a ticking clock that's related to your Backdrop. The chili cook-off? She needs to redo her recipe for the cook-off, and it needs to happen right away; however, she's also trying to solve the crime, so now you have this increased tension added to the story. Or you can relate it directly to the crime, and say she needs to find the killer before the next judging round, which is tomorrow, before the killer poisons again.

Now your sleuth needs to juggle the clock while she is also attempting to solve a crime which, at this moment, seems impossible. Now your readers really want to know how your sleuth is going to get through this.

Chapter 11 is what sets all this excitement up, so Act 3 is a must-read for your audience.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Ticking Clock examples from Julia Koty

In Boardwalk and Ballistics, Mira and her sister are on vacation and only have twenty-four hours to solve the crime before they leave.

In Pranks and Poison, no one comes to the diner to eat because of the poisoning thus making it hard for Mira and the diner owner to make ends meet.

In Pottery and Perps, a potential victim is missing and possibly pregnant, so the hunt to find her and the killer happens in earnest.

From Carnivals and Corpses:

There has been a murder at the carnival. The ticking clock comes in when our sleuth learns the carnival will pack up and leave town tomorrow morning.

Just outside the diner, I had my head down, thinking of how to figure out if Tony was innocent or not. If I had him take me to the crime scene, maybe I could read his face. Because if I asked, I’m sure he’d insist he was innocent. Not paying attention at all, I ran squarely into someone.

He caught me by the shoulders before I could trip. “Whoa.” He set me on my feet.

“Tony.” I looked up into his face. “I was just…why are you here?” “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Yeah, I’m fine.”

“There was a murder. It was Ray, and after you told me about him breaking into your house, I just felt I needed to check on you, make sure you were okay.” His hands brushed my arms lightly as he let go.

“I’m fine. I was actually coming up to see you.”

The right corner of his mouth turned up. “You were?”

I nodded. My plan to read Tony’s face at the murder site disappeared. Or had it? “Can we walk?”

“Sure.” He gave me a confused look but walked with me just the same, back the way he had come, toward the carnival grounds. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.

I was going to have to make something up. “It’s just shocking to hear of two murders in the same week while the carnival is in town.”

He nodded knowingly. “We’re packing it up tomorrow morning. Tonight will be our last night here.” He paused for a moment. “Where are we walking?”

With the carnival leaving town early, all the possible murder suspects connected to the carnival would leave. And, as new as my feelings were, I liked Tony. He was such a sweet guy. Of course, contingent on him not being a murderer.

Brainstorming - Ticking Clock Ideas

Introducing a ticking clock or a deadline in the third act can increase tension and urgency. Here are ways to create a sense of time pressure for the remainder of the story:

1. Another Murder Threat: The killer threatens to commit another murder within a specific timeframe if their demands are not met.

2. Kidnapping: A character, possibly a key witness or someone close to the sleuth, is kidnapped, and a ransom or deadline is set for their release.

3. Blackmail Deadline: The killer gives the sleuth a limited time to meet their demands, such as turning over incriminating evidence or money, or they will reveal damaging information.

4. Evidence Destruction: The killer plans to destroy critical evidence that could prove their guilt, and the sleuth must act quickly to prevent it.

5. Escape Plan: The killer has a plan to flee town or the country within a certain timeframe, and the sleuth must apprehend them before they disappear.

6. Threat to Town Event: The killer intends to disrupt a significant town event or festival within a set time, creating a sense of urgency to prevent the chaos.

7. Stolen Heirloom Sale: The killer plans to sell a stolen family heirloom or valuable item within a short timeframe, prompting the sleuth to recover it.

8. Impending Arrest: The authorities plan to arrest the sleuth or a wrongly accused suspect within a certain timeframe, forcing them to act swiftly to find the real killer.

9. Travel Plans: A character with vital information is planning to leave town or go on vacation, adding pressure to gather their testimony.

10. Witness Relocation: A key witness is placed in a witness protection program, and the sleuth must locate them before they disappear forever.

11. Court Date: A court date for a suspect is approaching rapidly, and the sleuth must gather enough evidence to prevent an unjust conviction.

12. Natural Disaster: A looming natural disaster, such as a hurricane or wildfire, threatens to destroy evidence or hinder the investigation if not resolved in time.

13. Document Expiration: A critical document, like a will or a contract, is set to expire or be destroyed unless the sleuth solves the mystery before the deadline.

14. Technology Countdown: A piece of technology, like a bomb or a computer virus, is set to activate within a certain timeframe, and the sleuth must deactivate it.

15. Flight Departure: A character connected to the case is about to board a flight, and the sleuth must solve the mystery before they leave.

16. Framing Completion: The killer's plan to frame the sleuth or an innocent party is almost complete, and the sleuth must find evidence to clear their name before it's too late.




Exercise Chapter 11

Two major things should happen in Chapter 11: your sleuth’s reaction to being wrong and knowing the killer is still out there, and the introduction of the Ticking Clock.

How will your sleuth react to being wrong? Can you include something from her backstory, a reason or belief she has about her abilities?

Decide what kind of Ticking Clock you can add to this chapter that will provide a countdown to the finale of your story. Can you make it something directly related to the mystery?
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 12


In this chapter, your sleuth is still searching for information and clues; however, she is grappling with a sense of uncertainty and confusion about where to begin or how to proceed. The second round of interviews becomes a way for your sleuth to reevaluate their approach. The reader should share in the sleuth's struggle to gain a foothold.

The sleuth needs to start over and begin the interviews afresh. This is where the reader wonders which character will provide the vital clue or insight needed to crack the case.

Chapter 12 is also an opportunity to continue developing the subplot. If you haven't already reached the subplot's midpoint, this is the ideal place to do so. Consider how the subplot intersects with the main mystery. Does it aid or hinder the sleuth's investigation?

Your sleuth's attempts to come up with a new approach to solving the mystery should be difficult. Make it hard for her. The challenges she faces could come from various sources, such as conflicting information, red herrings, or unexpected roadblocks.

In the next chapter, a Pinch Point, we’ll hand her those roadblocks. The bigger the challenge, the more rewarding the story's conclusion will be for your readers.

Brainstorming - Second Interview ideas

Ideas for setting up the second round of interviews and ways for the sleuth to arrange these interviews:

1. Leverage Clues: The sleuth uses new clues or evidence discovered during the investigation as a reason to request further interviews with suspects.

2. Alibi Reexamination: The sleuth informs the suspects that their alibis need to be reexamined due to new developments in the case.

3. Witness Interviews: The sleuth interviews witnesses who saw the suspects near the crime scene, providing a legitimate reason for follow-up conversations.

4. Personal Connection: The sleuth establishes a personal connection or rapport with the suspects, making them more willing to cooperate.

5. Voluntary Assistance: Suspects volunteer to help the sleuth after realizing the gravity of the situation or feeling guilty about their actions.

6. Threat to Their Reputation: The sleuth hints at evidence that could tarnish the suspects' reputations, forcing them to agree to interviews to clear their names.

7. Community Pressure: The community demands answers, and the sleuth requests the suspects' cooperation to ease the growing tensions in town.

8. Public Appeal: The sleuth makes a public appeal for information, encouraging the suspects to come forward with their side of the story.

9. Legal Obligation: The sleuth informs the suspects that they may be legally obligated to provide statements or undergo questioning.

10. Protection Offer: The sleuth offers protection or assistance to suspects who fear for their safety if they cooperate.

11. Anonymous Tips: The sleuth receives anonymous tips that point to the suspects' involvement, prompting further investigation.

12. Community Support: Influential members of the community, like the mayor or a respected figure, request the suspects' cooperation in the interest of resolving the case.

13. Rumor Mill: Rumors and gossip about the suspects' involvement in the case prompt them to seek a meeting with the sleuth to set the record straight.

14. Family Appeal: Family members or close friends of the suspects plead with them to cooperate with the sleuth's investigation.

15. Press Involvement: Local reporters express interest in the case, which may motivate the suspects to speak with the sleuth to control their narrative.

16. Closure for Victims' Families: The sleuth emphasizes the importance of providing closure for the victims' families, appealing to the suspects' empathy.

17. Impending Arrest: The sleuth hints at the possibility of impending arrests if the suspects do not cooperate, pressuring them to come forward.

18. Anonymous Letter: The sleuth sends anonymous letters to the suspects, urging them to meet for an interview to avoid further complications.




Chapter 12 Exercise

Decide on who and how the next set of interviews will unfold. Suspects are sharing a bit more info, but not enough. The sleuth is struggling to make sense of it all and it appears overwhelming.

This chapter may also be a good place to add the next phase of your subplot, if you haven’t hit the midpoint in your subplot, you should definitely do that here.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 13 - PINCH POINT - CRISIS


Chapter 13 is where you show the reader that the new direction the sleuth has chosen isn't going well. Because this is a Pinch Point in the story, we need the villain to pinch our sleuth. So, what has the villain done that confuses and makes this even more challenging for the sleuth? The more she tries to sort it out, the more complicated it feels. She feels she’s in over her head.

In other plotting books, this is the “dark night of the soul”, when things look really bad for the sleuth. She doesn’t know how she’s going to be able to solve this crime. The ticking clock is making it even harder, and now the antagonist/murderer is creating more obstacles for her, even worse than before. This is also a good place to pull in her backstory question that may amplify her feelings of not being able to solve the crime.

Your sleuth may begin to realize she needs more help and asks for it from her friends, or she may even ask the detective for help! Think of the tension! But that’s for the next chapter.

At this point, the reader is given the opportunity to review everything we know about the mystery, kind of like a recap moment. We can do this by having the sleuth sit down and take a moment with her sidekick to discuss everything they know has happened, what clues they have, and how they are finding this whole situation a challenge. You may choose to let your sleuth wallow in the crisis moment and wait to handle this review for your readers until the next chapter. Either way this chapter is fraught with “I’m never going to be able to solve this!”

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Crisis example from fellow author Lynn Morrison

Lynn, “In Sabotage at Somerset, I spread the point of failure across multiple scenes because I needed to completely isolate my sleuth from all of her friends and supporters. Over the course of two chapters, my sleuth loses the faith of her friendly police officer, her best friend, her boyfriend, and then she gets severely chastised by a person in a position of power who tells her to step aside while he cleans up her mess. Yet, despite worrying she has lost it all, she can't stop searching for the culprit.”

Molly and Wilkins disappear, leaving me alone in the library, with dozens of snappy comebacks that are furiously popping into my head now that Wilkins is gone. Kate, Mathilde, and I are far from worthless!

"He has some nerve shoving us aside," I grumble to myself, replaying the exchange in my head. But a little voice in the back of my mind asks the question.

Could he have been right? I can't blame Kate for keeping her key in her office, or Lillian for leaving as quickly as she did. We've all been doing the best that we can in incredibly difficult circumstances, with little or no guidance.

As much as I dislike being dismissed by such a boorish man, I have to admit that it doesn't look good. If I were him, would I act differently? Probably not. I abandon any thoughts of chasing after Wilkins and giving him a piece of my mind. There is no need to rush to contact Mathilde, Kate, Edward, or Harry either.

They'll all hear soon enough as Molly makes her way around town, alerting all of Oxford's Eternals. I've let them all down. I can't bear to hear the disappointment in their voices. Even so, I cannot let go of the thought that there must be something I can do. Wilkins may have warned me off making a move against Hobbes and Beadle, but there is still the film production at risk.

With a hoard of paparazzi out front, Uncle Harold must be feeling as though he is living in a vise-grip, the pressure clenching him by the throat. I decide that there must be some stone left unturned, some action I can take to help solve the mystery of who poisoned Vivian and why.

I rise to my feet, ready to set off on my search, but stop before I can get more than a step forward. I've spoken to most of the cast and crew, as have Trevor and his investigative team. If anything were awry here at Somerset, one of the Eternals would have already brought it to my attention.

I think back through the pranks prior to Vivian collapsing. The falling lights and the missing scripts — those happened at the Botanic Garden, not at Somerset. Could there be some clue there? Maybe a gardener spotted something unusual, without realising the significance of it. As far as I can tell, the police seem to be focusing all their attention on interviewing the cast and crew.

There is no harm in me making a trip back to the Garden and asking a few questions, I rationalise. I might jog someone's memories or uncover a fresh angle we can explore. I dash off a quick text to my uncle, explaining that I'm running an errand and will be back by lunch.

With my handbag clutched against my side, I opt for the back hallways, winding through the college buildings until I arrive at the closest exit to where I left my bicycle. The space is empty, no Eternals or crew members within sight.

I take a deep breath, thinking to myself, "Come on, Nat. Stay positive. Focus on what you can do, not what is behind you."
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Crisis example from fellow author Reagan Davis

Reagan, “In Knit One Murder Two, the sleuth, who happens to also be a suspect, tries to come to terms with what could happen if she's not able to prove her innocence (in the interest of length, we're joining the scene already in progress)”:

“Thank you,” I reply. “Why were you watching me?”

Was a cop assigned to watch every suspect?

“I wasn’t watching you,” he clarifies. “I was watching the condolence line. It was busy in here, and I had to narrow my focus, so I monitored the condolence line from upstairs while a few non-uniforms wandered the crowd with their eyes and ears open.”

While Eric finishes his wings and ginger ale, I fill him in on my conversation with Fred and share the conclusions that Connie, April, Tamara, and I came to earlier.

“I appreciate the information, it’s more helpful than you realize, but Adam is right to be concerned about your safety. There’s a murderer in this town, and they might know you’re asking questions and talking to me. If they think you’re getting too close, you could be in danger. You need to stop investigating and get on with your life.”

His concern seems sincere, and not an excuse to convince me to get my nose out of his case, though I’m sure that’s part of it.

“I need you to solve this murder because Adam and I are suspects. We have a daughter. I don’t want her to think her father had an affair with a married woman, someone blackmailed us because of it, and one of us killed the blackmailer. Part of it being true is bad enough. It will be easier to explain to her when someone else is behind bars for Paul’s murder,” I explain. “Adam is a lawyer. Being a suspect in a murder investigation could destroy his career. I mean, would you hire a lawyer who may have killed the person who was blackmailing him? The affair has already cost him his partnership at the firm.”

I choke up, and my cheeks flush with angry heat. 

Talking about how this could affect Hannah makes it too real. I take a deep breath, dab my eyes with a napkin from the bar and compose myself.

“If I tell you something, do you promise not to tell anyone?” Eric asks just above a whisper.

He makes a fist and extends his pinky finger for a pinky swear. I hook my pinky finger around his.

“Promise.” I use my other hand to make an X over my heart, so he knows I mean it. “I pinky swear, and I cross my heart and hope to die, so spill.”

“We’ve eliminated Adam as a suspect. Security video footage and his keycard for the office building verify that he arrived at work early in the morning and didn’t leave his office until late Tuesday evening. Then, he went to a burrito place up the street. We have video of him ordering food, leaving with his order, and entering a nearby hotel a few minutes later. They issued him a keycard for the company suite. There’s footage of him and his burrito entering the elevator, then exiting on the floor where the suite is located. We have video of him unlocking the door with the keycard. The door to the suite didn’t open again until Wednesday morning. He couldn’t have done it.”

I tear up, overwhelmed by relief.

“Well…” I sigh. “At least if I go to prison for Paul’s murder, Hannah will still have one parent on the outside.”

As I hear the words leave my mouth, I'm aware they sound glib, but I’m serious. I’m worried because the police haven’t eliminated me as a suspect yet, but they’ve eliminated other people. The suspect list is getting smaller, and my odds of being charged are getting higher.

“As for you,”––Eric hands me another napkin to dab my tears––“you were with Connie until less than ten minutes before you found the body. You are, at best, an unlikely suspect.”

I nod. An unlikely suspect, but still a suspect.

“I was planning to tell Adam tomorrow," Eric says, "but we can tell him when I take you home.” 

I nod. “That would be great, thank you, Eric.”

“So, there’s no need for you to keep asking questions and putting yourself at risk, right?” He nods at me, looking for agreement.

“Right,” I say, nodding back.
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Crisis example from fellow author Stella Bixby

From Whacked, A Rylie Cooper Mystery, Book 5

“Ansel isn’t responsible,” I said. “I was with him when Victoria was attacked, and I don’t think he was even at the event over the weekend.”

“But you were,” he said, finally looking at me.

“I was,” I said slowly.

“And you were there when Victoria was attacked and when the first woman was attacked.”

“Yes.” I knew where he was going with this.

He stood, giving Victoria’s hand one last squeeze.

“I also know about your history with Victoria.”

He stalked toward me, almost like a predator. I held my ground. I had nothing to hide, but I also didn’t want to give anything away. “What do you mean?”

“Don’t play dumb. I know she cheated on me. With your boyfriend. The same one who cheated on you with Michelle and Olivia. Those are their names, right?”

I swallowed. How did he know all of this?

“FBI, remember?” he said as if answering my silent question.

“Those weren’t the only three he cheated on you with, you know?”

I didn’t want to hear this. I came to make sure Victoria was protected. And now I was being attacked.

“How many more will you attack—kill?”

“I didn’t attack or kill anyone.”

“I bet you have Victoria’s DNA on your baton.”

I thought about it and, of course, I did. I’d set it next to her—in her blood. Plus, she’d pinched her finger in it when she was playing with it in the truck.

“I heard the recording from the radio that night. It sounded a lot like she was begging you for mercy.”

“She was calling me for help.” I couldn’t stand here and let him accuse me of this. I turned to leave the room.

“Where’s your ring?”

I whipped back around. “I took it off.”

“Did your guy get smart and dump you when he found out you were still hung up on your ex?”

“I took it off because it seems like someone is targeting Troy’s exes, and I don’t want to be the next victim.”

“How can you be the victim when you’re the attacker?”

I was about to leave when a blood-curdling scream came from the bed.

Victoria was awake and screaming at the top of her lungs.

Her fiancé—whose name I’d never gotten—rushed over to her.

“Rylie, no!” Victoria screamed.

“I’m here,” I said.

“Please stop,” Victoria said as her fiancé tried to calm her. “Rylie!”

A nurse rushed in and tried to help calm Victoria down.

“Who did this?” her fiancé asked. “Did Rylie attack you?”

Victoria answered by letting out another scream that would make dogs bark and glass shatter, then passed out.

“Vic?” Her fiancé was shaking her. “Victoria, wake up.”

But she had gone back to her comatose state.

The nurse checked her vitals.

“Is she okay?” I asked.

“Get out,” her fiancé yelled. “Get the hell out of here.”

I hesitated for only a second before I turned and walked out.

As the door closed behind me, I heard him say, “Don’t leave town, the police will want to speak with you.”
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Crisis example from Julia Koty

Here is Mira’s lowest point. After numerous threats from the detective to stop interfering with the investigation, Mira is arrested.

From Pranks and Poison:

I watched Detective Lockheart's outline as he pulled handcuffs out from his belt. That's when I realized he was actually going to handcuff me. He was going to arrest me. “You can't be serious.”

Detective Lockheart took two steps closer to me “I've never been more serious in my life. You are under arrest.”

“You can't arrest me. I'm so close to finding proof.”

“I told you that if I saw you anywhere near anything regarding this investigation, I would arrest you. Not to mention, you’re breaking and entering, which is illegal. You refused to listen to me and now you're paying the price.”

“You’re telling me that I have to listen to you?”

“Yes, you do. For your own good, obviously.”

“For my own good? Where do you get off?” I pulled my hand away when he tried to take my wrist behind my back. I spun around to face him, keeping my weight firmly on my good leg. I stared for an uncomfortable moment into his eyes.

He looked away. “You do not want me to add resisting arrest to the report.”

“There shouldn’t be any report except that I'm helping you solve this crime.”

“The only thing you're doing is getting in the way of my investigation.”

“So, you arrest me?”

“You refused to follow my instruction, which was not to get involved.” He articulated those last words like I was a child. This lit a fire under me that I could not explain. I yanked my other hand free and marched out of the shed. He was behind me before I even realized it, he grabbed my right wrist abruptly, which smarted, and I heard the click of the handcuffs. He didn't rush to grab my left wrist.

He simply stood there and waited until I handed it to him, and he clicked the second handcuffed closed. I yanked hard against the handcuffs which he held with one hand as he turned off his flashlight and pulled the shed door closed.

The processing cop took me down to the basement where the wonderful cell was located. She escorted me in and turned around and closed the gate with a resounding bang. After she left, I looked around the room. “Well, here's the small room you talked about, Darla.” I realized I still had my cell phone in my back pocket. Weren’t they supposed to take that from me?

Well, I certainly wasn't about to remind them. I pulled it out and looked. Yep, it had been my sister. I exhaled heavily. She had known seconds before I was arrested that I was about to be arrested. I shook my head. Life with a psychic sister. I wasn't about to text her back and let her know how right she was. I looked at the time. 11:45 p.m. It was probably too late to text Aerie. I jammed the phone back into my pocket. I didn't want her posting the bail or whatever it was that had to get done in order for me to get out of here, anyway. She didn't have the money. Ha. Neither did I.

My ankle was tender. I limped over to the cot. The whole room smelled strongly of disinfectant. I sat tentatively on the edge. Ugh, would I really have to sleep here tonight? I glanced at the pillow. It seemed clean enough. I laid back on the cot and closed my eyes. Each time I breathed in, I felt the pulse of my ankle.

Brainstorming - Crisis Moment for Sleuth

Here are some ideas on ways the antagonist can intensify the crisis moment for our sleuth:

1. False Alibi: The antagonist provides a seemingly solid alibi that casts doubt on the sleuth's investigation.

2. Frame-Up: The antagonist plants incriminating evidence to frame the sleuth or another innocent character.

3. Witness Intimidation: The antagonist intimidates or threatens key witnesses, making them reluctant to cooperate with the sleuth.

4. Disappearances: The antagonist orchestrates the disappearance of crucial evidence, making it impossible to solve the case.

5. Sabotage: The antagonist sabotages the sleuth's investigative efforts, causing setbacks and confusion.

6. Media Manipulation: The antagonist uses the media to spread false information that discredits the sleuth's investigation.

7. Misdirection: The antagonist deliberately leads the sleuth down false paths, diverting their attention from the true clues.

8. Personal Attack: The antagonist targets the sleuth or their loved ones, creating a personal crisis and distraction.

9. Legal Maneuvers: The antagonist hires skilled lawyers or uses legal maneuvers to obstruct the investigation.

10. Accomplice Deception: The antagonist enlists an accomplice to pose as an innocent party or even as a victim, deceiving the sleuth.

11. Psychological Manipulation: The antagonist employs psychological tactics to confuse and manipulate the sleuth's thinking.

12. Gaslighting: The antagonist gaslights the sleuth, making them doubt their own abilities and judgment.

13. Time Pressure: The antagonist imposes a tight deadline, creating a sense of urgency for the sleuth to solve the case.

14. Infiltration: The antagonist infiltrates the sleuth's inner circle, gaining access to their plans and information.

15. Information Leak: The antagonist leaks sensitive information about the investigation to the public or other suspects.

16. Miscommunication: The antagonist intercepts or manipulates communication between the sleuth and their allies, leading to misunderstandings.

17. Impersonation: The antagonist impersonates someone the sleuth trusts, leading to costly mistakes.




Chapter 13 Exercise

What happens that causes the sleuth to realize they are in over their head?

What has the antagonist done to make matters worse?

This is your sleuth’s Crisis, or Dark Moment. How does she behave? Right now, we’re focusing on her reaction to being tripped up again; her response to this will be in Chapter 14.

She realizes she needs more help, but in the crisis moment she feels very alone. Who does she consider turning to for the help she realizes she needs?

Create a list of information that has been given to the reader throughout the story thus far. Share this in a scene with your sleuth and another character; her sidekick works great here.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 14


In this chapter your sleuth realizes the need to gather support to solve the mystery.

By this point in your story, your sleuth has encountered some big obstacles or reached a point where they realize tackling the mystery alone is so hard that she understands she needs help, whether it's from friends, neighbors, or even the local police or other law enforcement agencies.

In this chapter, your sleuth has an idea that they need new information to help with the new approach. After a thorough examination of the original evidence and clues (this is the list you made and shared with your audience in a scene with the sidekick), this new information prompts your sleuth to reevaluate their strategy. Now she knows she needs to gather additional information.

Chapter 14 is an ideal place to introduce members of the community who step forward to help your sleuth. A neighbor may provide a valuable tip, a supportive friend joins the investigation, or the police even provide assistance, but don’t just hand your sleuth answers here. She still needs to work for it. The level of community involvement should align with your specific story concept.

Remember to add in the subplot in this chapter, if applicable. At this point the subplot is coming closer to a climax and resolution.

In this chapter you show the importance of working together along with additional information gathering. You can use some of your sleuth’s special skill here and along with gaining additional information, and/or the reevaluation of prior evidence, your sleuth now feels like they have a chance to solve this.

Brainstorming - Ways to Discuss the chain of events

In a cozy mystery, the sleuth often needs to discuss the chain of events to recap what they know and piece together the mystery puzzle for both them and the readers. Here are ways the sleuth can effectively do this:

1. Whiteboard or Chalkboard: The sleuth uses a whiteboard or chalkboard to visually map out the sequence of events, connecting the dots.

2. Crime Board: The sleuth creates a crime board with photos, notes, and strings connecting suspects and clues.

3. Character Interviews: The sleuth interviews key characters, asking them to recount their perspectives on the events, revealing new information.

4. Timeline Discussion: The sleuth and their associates engage in a discussion to construct a comprehensive timeline of events.

5. Location Walkthrough: The sleuth revisits crime scenes and locations, mentally retracing the steps of the suspects and victims.

6. Alibi Analysis: The sleuth examines alibis and timelines of suspects to identify discrepancies or overlaps.

7. Document Review: The sleuth reviews documents, letters, diaries, or journals that shed light on the chain of events.

8. Witness Statements: Statements from witnesses are collected and analyzed, highlighting inconsistencies and new leads.

9. Interrogation Transcript: The sleuth reviews transcripts of suspect interrogations to identify contradictions and untruths.

10. Technology Clues: Technology experts assist in analyzing digital records, phone calls, or surveillance footage.

11. Recreation: The sleuth recreates scenarios or events with the help of actors or simulations to test theories.

12. Psychological Profiling: A profiler analyzes the suspects' behavior and motives to piece together the events.

13. Forensic Evidence: The sleuth consults with forensic experts to understand the significance of physical evidence.

14. Covert Operations: The sleuth goes undercover or employs surveillance to observe suspects and gather information.

15. Case Review: The sleuth revisits previous case notes, files, or evidence to discover overlooked connections.

16. Anonymous Tip: An anonymous tip or letter provides information that triggers a discussion among the sleuth and their team.

17. Family or Friends' Insights: The sleuth's close friends or family members offer fresh perspectives on the case.

18. Consulting a Mentor: The sleuth seeks advice or guidance from a mentor or experienced detective, resulting in a revelation.




Chapter 14 Exercise

If you haven’t discussed the chain of events and everything known up to this point in the previous chapter, you can list that here, remember you should still keep something unclear.

Here you can decide on the fresh approach she takes. How does she receive help? How does she look for evidence or reevaluate suspect statements that she overlooked before?
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 15 - PLOT POINT


Chapter 15 is where your sleuth is excited, or cautiously hopeful, about this new plan of attack.

By this point in your story, your sleuth has gained a piece of new information that offers a moment of clarity. They've devised a plan, or chosen a new path to tackle the mystery. The reader should sense your sleuth's renewed determination and eagerness to get to the bottom of the case. The plan may not be fully formed yet, but the excitement lies in the potential.

In this chapter, consider introducing crucial evidence that was overlooked in the earlier stages of the investigation. This evidence might have seemed insignificant or irrelevant in Act 1, but now it takes on critical importance. Its discovery adds depth to the mystery and can lead your sleuth closer to the truth. This twist keeps your readers engaged and underscores the value of your sleuth's new plan.

Chapter 15 is an excellent opportunity to show your sleuth's Special Skill in action. The sleuth should start narrowing down the list of suspects, confirming alibis, and uncovering lies.

In this chapter, you give your sleuth a renewed sense of purpose and excitement. Your sleuth's evolving plan, the promise of success, the revelation of overlooked evidence, and the process of eliminating suspects, make this a great push into the next act.

Brainstorming - the overlooked clue

Here are a few ideas you can use for the overlooked clue from earlier that helps your sleuth on her new path that makes her hopeful she can catch the killer:

1. Faded Photograph: An old photograph discovered in Act 1 becomes clearer when new details are revealed, identifying an important figure.

2. Cryptic Message: A seemingly innocuous note or message gains significance as the sleuth deciphers its hidden meaning.

3. Mislabeled Item: An item mistakenly categorized or overlooked in Act 1 turns out to hold vital information when properly identified.

4. Partial Document: A torn or incomplete document initially dismissed contains crucial details when pieced together later.

5. Mismatched Key: A key found in Act 1 doesn't fit any locks at the time but later opens a hidden compartment or room.

6. Insignificant Object: An ordinary object, initially thought to be unimportant, is revealed to be a rare collectible with hidden clues.

7. Inconspicuous Map: A map with seemingly random markings turns out to be a treasure map leading to a critical location.

8. Overheard Conversation: A seemingly mundane conversation overheard in Act 1 takes on new meaning when more context is provided.

9. Unusual Coin: A rare or unusual coin initially dismissed as insignificant is identified as a key to a hidden stash.

10. Doodle or Sketch: A doodle or sketch found in Act 1 is recognized as a map or symbol with important implications.

11. Foreign Language Text: A foreign language document or inscription is translated later, revealing crucial information.

12. Misplaced Object: An object that went missing in Act 1 reappears in a surprising location, providing a critical clue.

13. Stranger's Name: A seemingly random name mentioned in Act 1 is later tied to a suspect or witness in a significant way.

14. Unusual Symbolism: A recurring symbol or motif overlooked initially is recognized as a code or pattern related to the mystery.

15. Inexplicable Behavior: A character's bizarre behavior in Act 1 is explained by revealing hidden motives or personal secrets.

16. Coincidental Meeting: A chance encounter with a seemingly unimportant character in Act 1 leads to a critical revelation later.

17. Underestimated Witness: A seemingly untrustworthy or unreliable witness from Act 1 provides accurate information when their story is reexamined.

18. Inconspicuous Footprints: Footprints initially dismissed as ordinary gain significance when they lead to an unexpected location.

19. Neglected Date: A specific date or event mentioned briefly in Act 1 is later recognized as a significant anniversary or clue.

20. Seemingly Innocent Pet: A pet or animal associated with a character in Act 1 is found to have a connection to the crime or a hidden message.




Chapter 15 Exercise

Now on the new path, how does the sleuth feel closer to catching the killer?

Was there crucial evidence that was overlooked in Act 1? It appeared to have little value at the time, but now has an additional meaning because of the new information. How does this spark hope that the sleuth can solve the crime?

Brainstorm how and which suspects are narrowed down.
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ACT 4 OVERVIEW


Bad Guy: “But know this: one stupid move, and I've got more than enough plastic bags for your body parts.”

Shawn: “Note to self: call Hefty with commercial idea.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 4: Shawn Takes a Shot in the Dark

This is the finale!

Act 4 is the climax and wrap-up of the story. This is where we connect all the loose ends from both the main mystery plot and the subplot. It is okay to have other storylines remain open that carry on to the next book.

The more impossible the odds of our sleuth solving the crimes, the more rewarding the climax will be.

This is also where red herrings and loose ends are eliminated and explained, but don’t feel you have to explain every single one. Readers are smart, they will understand if something is no longer focused on it’s probably not integral to the story.

The main plot and subplots collide in this section of the book. This is where it becomes obvious that the subplot played a role in the mystery itself.

At the end of this act, remember to add a hook to the main or subplot of your next book in the series. This can be as little as a single sentence where you allude to future mysteries, or you can use a storyline that is unresolved and hint at it being resolved in the next book.

Add the first chapter of your next book to the end of this one as a hook. This isn't necessary if you can create a great hook at the end of your story that will lead readers into the next book. But even if I haven’t written the next book, I’ll write up a hooky scene that pulls readers into the concept of the next book.


29








LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 16


Chapter 16 is where our sleuth's journey gets really challenging. By this point in the story, your sleuth may have a hunch about the killer's identity, but the path to solving the crime is full of obstacles and uncertainties.

Our sleuth has gone through a lot of challenges, but even bigger tests are coming. She is determined to continue no matter what, drawing on her unique Special Skill and intelligence, to solve the crime.

To intensify the obstacles, we can consider isolating the sleuth in this chapter. This isolation can take various forms:

	Sidekick's Absence: Your sleuth's trusted sidekick, a valuable source of support, may be temporarily unavailable or sidelined for some reason.

	Detective's Ineffectiveness: The detective or law enforcement officer who has been assisting your sleuth may hit a roadblock, hindering rather than helping the investigation. This adds an extra layer of frustration and isolation for your sleuth. It’s important not to make the detective appear inept or bungling. Readers like to know everyone involved is smart and knowledgeable, this makes it even more fun when the reader solves the case alongside the sleuth.



An alternative approach to raising the stakes in Chapter 16 is to have the villain shift from being passive to becoming the hunter. The killer, aware that your sleuth is closing in, starts targeting her directly. Our next Pinch Point comes in Chapter 18, but from here on out, the killer takes a more active role in tripping up our sleuth.

In this chapter, you can also weave in a scene related to your subplot, as needed. At this point you are coming close to the climax of your subplot as it runs parallel to the main plot.




Chapter 16 Exercise

Do we isolate the sleuth to create suspense? In what way can we do this?

Do we choose to have the killer on the offensive, tracking down our sleuth? In what way can we set that up?

Is there a smoke screen that the killer uses to confuse our sleuth?

Decide if we add additional information from our subplot in this chapter.
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 17 - RISING CONFLICT


Chapter 17 is where our sleuth faces a significant obstacle, either in the form of physical capture or a psychological block. This chapter offers an opportunity to create suspense as your readers witness your sleuth's resourcefulness in getting through this challenging situation. But remember the real Pinch Point of confronting the killer is in the next chapter, so we don’t necessarily have to be face-to-face with the killer just yet.

Consider this obstacle as something that slows your sleuth's progress. It's the unexpected roadblock that forces her to pause and reassess her approach. This interruption compels the sleuth to grapple with the situation and find a way to overcome the psychological barrier.

As our sleuth wrestles with this obstacle, it provides clarity. While attempting to find a way forward, she begins to connect the dots, shedding light on the identity of the killer. This revelation can occur in one of two ways:

	Mental Epiphany: Your sleuth might experience a moment of realization when all the pieces of the puzzle suddenly click into place. This "Eureka!" moment can be emotionally charged and satisfying for both the character and the reader.

	Physical Encounter: Alternatively, your sleuth might physically encounter the murderer during this chapter. This can be an intense and suspenseful scene, where the killer is revealed, and the stakes are raised dramatically.



Despite gaining clarity about the killer's identity, a crucial piece of the puzzle is missing – tangible proof. In Chapter 17, your sleuth brainstorms how to obtain the necessary evidence to firmly establish the suspect's guilt. The sleuth creates a plan to gather the information needed to convict the murderer.

This chapter serves as a bridge between the moment of realization and the climactic confrontation in Chapter 18. It's where your sleuth's determination and intelligence, as well as their Special Skill, shine as they work out the details of their next steps. The reader will be eager to see how your sleuth overcomes the final hurdles and brings the killer to justice.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Isolate the sleuth example from Julia Koty

From Pottery and Perps:

Here Mira knows the delivery driver is responsible and she’s determined to get evidence proving her point. So, she makes up a tale that her package is late but she’s sure it has to be in the van.

“Well, let's take a look in the back. We'll see if we can find your package for you.” He winked again.

This was my chance to look for evidence. I wondered if I could take out my phone and hide it and take photos once he opened the doors. It would be too obvious if I did that right now. Maybe as we got closer… Brad walked in front of me and unlatched the doors to the back of the truck. He hopped inside. “Your name is Mira, right? You live on Market Street.”

“Yeah, that's right.” It was a little more than creepy that he knew where I lived. But he was a delivery truck driver. He probably knew where everyone lived. I tried to peer inside the van but the contrast between the bright summer sun and the dark interior made it difficult.

“Come on up. You can help me look.”

Perfect. I could hop inside, take out my phone and take some quick photos. I climbed into the van and pretended to look at the boxes. With my back to him, I slowly pulled out my phone. A sudden intense pain hit me across the side of my head. I stumbled into a sharp edge of a box. Everything went dark. I could have sworn I heard the peep of chicks. When I opened my eyes, my hands were bound with packing tape, the van doors were closed, and we were speeding down the rural two-lane road.

Brainstorming Ways to Isolate the Sleuth

Here are some ideas on how to isolate and create more obstacles and tension for our sleuth.

Physical Isolation:

1. Locked in a Room: The antagonist locks the sleuth in a room, making it difficult for them to escape or seek help.

2. Trapped in a Remote Location: The sleuth is lured or trapped in a remote, secluded area with limited means of communication or transportation.

3. Stranded in Inclement Weather: The antagonist leaves the sleuth stranded in a remote location during a snowstorm, heavy rain, or extreme weather conditions.

4. Captured or Bound: The antagonist physically captures the sleuth, tying them up or restraining them.

5. Vehicle Sabotage: The sleuth's vehicle is sabotaged, leaving them stranded in an isolated area.

6. Locked in a Cellar or Basement: The sleuth is locked in a cellar or basement, making it challenging to escape.

7. Hiking Mishap: The sleuth goes hiking or exploring, and the antagonist sabotages their route or equipment, leading to isolation in the wilderness.

8. Locked in Abandoned Building: The antagonist lures the sleuth into an abandoned building and locks them inside.

9. Prison or Holding Cell: The antagonist arranges for the sleuth to be falsely imprisoned or placed in a holding cell.

Mental Isolation:

1. Gaslighting: The antagonist manipulates the sleuth's perception of reality, causing them to doubt their own judgment and isolating them mentally.

2. Distorted Communication: The antagonist interferes with the sleuth's communication devices or channels, leaving them unable to contact anyone for help.

3. Isolated Investigation: The sleuth becomes so consumed by the investigation that they isolate themselves from their support network.

4. Emotional Manipulation: The antagonist exploits the sleuth's emotions and insecurities, creating emotional isolation.

5. Information Suppression: The antagonist withholds critical information, keeping the sleuth in the dark and isolating them mentally.

6. Social Alienation: The antagonist turns the sleuth's allies or friends against them, causing social isolation.

7. Financial Strain: The antagonist creates financial difficulties for the sleuth, limiting their resources and support, leading to isolation.




Chapter 17 Exercise

Brainstorm ways to increase the conflict in this scene. Is your sleuth captured or blocked in some way?

How does she gain the clarity of the situation and realize who the killer is?

What continues to be unclear? What does she have to prove to the authorities and herself?
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 18 - PINCH POINT


Chapter 18 is a pivotal moment in what other plotting books call "Entering the Lair”. It's a chapter that can excite your readers as our sleuth actually confronts our killer face-to-face. This chapter doesn't always require your sleuth to physically enter the killer's lair, but it's an opportunity to ramp up the tension and place your protagonist in a perilous situation.

At this point in your story, our sleuth is determined to confront the killer. She has gathered the evidence, and the reader is aware the killer is the real deal. Chapter 18 acts as a Pinch Point, the final significant obstacle the antagonist/murderer throws in our sleuth's path. Unlike other challenges she has faced, this one must come directly from the murderer.

This chapter offers a golden opportunity to add a twist that catches our readers off guard. It's not mandatory, but it can be immensely satisfying if you've devised a clever surprise. The killer should pull out one last card your sleuth didn't anticipate.

In Chapter 18, you can choose between a battle of wits or a physical, hand-to-hand confrontation. The nature of the showdown should align with your story's tone and the characteristics of your characters. Tailor the confrontation to play on your characters’ strengths and weaknesses.

At this Pinch Point, it's essential the villain has the upper hand. The tension should be palpable, and the odds stacked against our sleuth. The reader should fear for her safety. However, this is where your sleuth's meticulous planning, or Special Skill should come into play. Make it clear they've prepared for a moment like this. This is the moment when the Special Skill comes in handy, and we’ve been sure to foreshadow this in Act 1.

Don’t make this scene easy for our sleuth. The more challenging this confrontation is, the more rewarding it will be for our readers. The battle of wits, or the physical struggle, should be fraught with uncertainty and suspense. The outcome should be uncertain until the last moment. This keeps our readers turning the pages.

In Chapter 18, you get to deliver a thrilling and unforgettable climax to your mystery. Take some time to craft this confrontation, your readers will be happily following you to discover how our sleuth will overcome this final obstacle and bring the mystery to a satisfying resolution.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

Challenge the villain example from Julia Koty

From Carnivals and Corpses:

Mira is almost positive. Granny had something to do with the crimes, but she needs more proof.

Granny was not in the booth. It was closed for the evening. I knew where she would be. I cut across the field behind the ticket booth to the RV and, without knocking, pulled open the door. The lights were on. Granny stood inside packing things into an overhead bin.

She turned when I entered. Her face changed from grim determination to a lighthearted smile, but there was a hardness around her mouth. “Hello, young lady. Mira, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” “Come in, come in. No one can say I’m a bad host.” I hesitantly took the step up into the RV but stood near the door with my hand on the handle, ready to leave the second she did anything threatening.

Although I had to say, the only thing threatening about the little old lady was her demeanor. Suddenly, the door was yanked open. Because I held the handle so tightly, I was pulled back and almost fell. Jessie pushed her way into the RV.

Granny’s saccharine sweetness disappeared. “Where have you been?” she shouted at Jessie, who looked surprised to see me. “Chasing this one across the grounds.” She grabbed my upper arm, pinching my tricep mercilessly. Right about now was when I really wished I had listened to Darla.

Brainstorming Confronting the Villain

Here are ways the sleuth could approach the antagonist and find themselves in a battle of wits where it appears the antagonist has the upper hand:

	Elegant Dinner Party: The sleuth attends an elegant dinner party hosted by the antagonist, where the atmosphere is tense and the conversation laden with veiled threats and hidden agendas.

	Art Exhibition: The sleuth visits an art exhibition curated by the antagonist, where cryptic messages are hidden within the artwork, challenging the sleuth's perception and deduction skills.

	Estate Auction: The sleuth participates in an estate auction organized by the antagonist, encountering rival bidders and mysterious artifacts that hold vital clues to the mystery.

	Masquerade Ball: The sleuth attends a lavish masquerade ball thrown by the antagonist, where identities are concealed, and a dangerous game of cat-and-mouse ensues.

	High-Stakes Poker Game: The sleuth engages in a high-stakes poker game orchestrated by the antagonist, where the cards hold the key to unraveling the mystery.

	Elegant Tea Party: The sleuth is invited to an elegant tea party hosted by the antagonist, where the tea leaves hold cryptic messages and hidden threats.

	Chess Match: The sleuth challenges the antagonist to a game of chess, with each move representing a step closer to unraveling the mystery.

	Museum Gala: The sleuth attends a prestigious museum gala organized by the antagonist, encountering valuable artifacts and ancient relics that hold the key to the puzzle.

	Architectural Tour: The sleuth takes part in an architectural tour organized by the antagonist, uncovering hidden passageways and secret rooms that lead to startling revelations.

	Literary Salon: The sleuth participates in a literary salon hosted by the antagonist, where coded messages and secret passages in classic novels provide vital clues.

	Charity Auction: The sleuth participates in a charity auction organized by the antagonist, where prized possessions and hidden artifacts are up for bidding, leading to a gripping showdown.

	Scavenger Hunt: The sleuth joins a scavenger hunt orchestrated by the antagonist, with each clue leading to a new twist in the mystery and an escalating battle of wits.

	Cooking Competition: The sleuth competes in a cooking competition arranged by the antagonist, where the secret ingredient is a vital clue, and the kitchen becomes a battleground for deduction.

	Historical Tour: The sleuth takes part in a historical tour guided by the antagonist, unearthing long-forgotten secrets and unsolved mysteries from the past.

	Golf Tournament: The sleuth participates in a high-stakes golf tournament organized by the antagonist, where the golf course becomes a strategic battlefield for unraveling the mystery.

	Antique Roadshow: The sleuth attends an antique roadshow hosted by the antagonist, encountering valuable artifacts and family heirlooms that hold the key to the puzzle.

	Diplomatic Gala: The sleuth attends a diplomatic gala hosted by the antagonist, where international intrigue and political maneuvering become central to solving the mystery.

	Fashion Show: The sleuth participates in a fashion show organized by the antagonist, where hidden pockets and secret compartments within the clothing conceal vital clues.

	Debate Competition: The sleuth engages in a debate competition organized by the antagonist, with each argument leading to new revelations and an escalating battle of intellects.

	Opera Night: The sleuth attends an opera night organized by the antagonist, where the dramatic performances mirror the escalating tension and the final battle of wits.






Chapter 18 Exercise

When the sleuth finds the killer, the killer pulls out one last card, one the sleuth didn't expect. Brainstorm what this card might be. Could it become a twist to the story?

Our sleuth is in the thick of it, brainstorm how this battle of wits or hand-to-hand will play out in the scene.

Decide what the villain’s upper hand is…

But our sleuth is prepared. What did the sleuth plan for?
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 19 - CONCLUSION OF THE SUBPLOT AND REVEAL


The sleuth now has the upper hand, and we watch as she pulls out the last straw from under our murderer. In this chapter, the sleuth can set up this reveal so others, especially those in authority, can watch her unveil the criminal. It’s important here to showcase her Special Skill as part of the reason why she was able to solve the case.

You will also need to conclude the subplot here. The subplot has helped her in some way to get here and you can show that in this chapter.

Chapter 19 is where everything is revealed. I usually make sure the authority figure in law enforcement is here to witness this finale. We now know who the murderer is. The sleuth has explained how and why. Sometimes it’s the killer who spills the beans. You would be surprised how many episodes on TV are concluded this way. Where the murderer just spills everything and explains it all.

It's good if the sleuth explains some things but, in all seriousness, the research I’ve done, over and over again, the murderer just comes clean. I feel the reason this happens is because readers of the cozy mystery genre like to know the murderer is definitely going to jail and there are no loopholes. With a full confession, we know the crime was committed by the antagonist and they will see justice.

So yes, it's okay to have the murderer spell it out for your reader. Either way, the murderer or the sleuth can make the explanation. But it has to be a solidly locked down answer. That's what cozy readers are expecting for a satisfying ending.

Do not simply kill off your bad guy; this is not as rewarding as seeing them head to jail.

Brainstorming Ways to Reveal the Killer

The final reveal is a climactic moment, here are some ideas that might get those creative juices flowing!

1. Accusation with Evidence: The sleuth presents conclusive evidence linking the villain to the crime and accuses them directly.

2. Reenactment: The sleuth stages a reenactment of the crime, demonstrating how the villain committed it, compelling a confession.

3. Psychological Confrontation: The sleuth engages the villain in a psychological showdown, forcing them to reveal their motives.

4. Confrontation in a Public Setting: The sleuth confronts the villain in a public place, ensuring witnesses can verify their admission of guilt.

5. Confrontation with Alibi Disproof: The sleuth disproves the villain's alibi with solid evidence, leading to a confrontation.

6. Revelation of Motive: The sleuth reveals the villain's hidden motives, leading to a confession in the face of overwhelming evidence.

7. Trap or Ruse: The sleuth sets a trap, or creates a clever ruse, that forces the villain to reveal their true identity.

8. Confrontation in Isolation: The sleuth isolates the villain in a controlled environment, allowing for a one-on-one confrontation.

9. Moral Challenge: The sleuth challenges the villain's sense of morality or conscience, appealing to their better nature.

10. Appeal to Emotions: The sleuth appeals to the villain's emotions, evoking guilt or remorse for their actions.

11. Physical Confrontation: A physical confrontation ensues, with the sleuth cornering the villain until they confess.

12. Revelation of Witnesses: The sleuth reveals the existence of previously undisclosed witnesses who can corroborate the accusation.

13. Public Shaming: The sleuth publicly shames the villain, revealing their crimes to a crowd or community.

14. Ploy Involving the Victim: The sleuth uses information about the victim to manipulate the villain into a confession.

15. Race Against Time: The sleuth forces the villain into a high-stakes situation where they must confess to save themselves or others.

16. Appeal to the Villain's Vanity: The sleuth flatters the villain's ego, tricking them into revealing incriminating information.

17. Threat of Exposure: The sleuth threatens to expose the villain's secrets or actions to someone the villain cares about deeply.

18. Revelation of Accomplices: The sleuth exposes the existence of the villain's accomplices, putting pressure on them to confess.

19. Legal Confrontation: The sleuth arranges for a law enforcement authority or detective to confront the villain, leading to an arrest.

20. Reverse Psychology: The sleuth uses reverse psychology to make the villain believe that confessing is in their best interest.




Chapter 19 Exercise

The sleuth finally realizes how to confront the villain. How do they challenge them face-to-face?

Plan how you want the sleuth to reveal the killer to the authorities.

How can you showcase her Special Skill?

How can you show your readers that beyond a shadow of a doubt this criminal will see justice?
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LET’S WRITE CHAPTER 20


Chapter 20 is the full circle moment. We want to bring our readers back to our cozy community, our comfortable cozy world, and in the best case, we want our final scene in this chapter to mirror the first scene.

Here is where we can place our characters in the same place, in the same discussion, although slightly different, where we can throw in a joke that circles back to the original conversation. This is also where we want to see that tiny spark of character growth in our sleuth. It doesn't have to be a lot. Our character doesn't have to drastically change from the beginning of this story to the end. Cozy mysteries are episodic in nature and don't require a huge character arc inside a single novel. But a small one is satisfying and seeing it here in Chapter 20 helps with that.

You also want to close up the subplot here if there is anything left that needs to be said.

At the end of Chapter 20, I usually have my sidekick discuss with my sleuth about the mystery and the subplot and then alluding to possible future mysteries. This is a good place to add the hook to your next book. Another way you can hook your next book is to include Chapter 1 after you type “the end” to this story. As an author, it's very important that you lead your reader to your next book. Cozy readers will want more to read. Make sure you give them the opportunity.

EXAMPLES FROM FELLOW AUTHORS

End of story hook example from Julia Koty

From Pottery and Perps:

Mira is deflecting her sidekick’s worry over the risk she took to solve the case. The hook is a lead to the romantic subplot in the next book.

“A girl’s gotta do what a girl's gotta do. I got away from the guy. I'm fine.”

Aerie looked at me closely. “Are you sure?”

“No. I'm not fine. Dan told me he likes me. What am I supposed to do about that, huh?”

A slow grin crossed Aerie’s face. “I'm sure we can figure it out.”

“He still makes me so angry. How can he tell me to stop doing what I enjoy doing?”

“He doesn't want to see you dead, and neither do I.”

I stuffed a big spoonful of cereal in my mouth and chewed slowly as I stared at Aerie. “You don't want me to investigate anything either?” I said through a mouthful of Cap’n Crunch.

“No, but I can completely understand why Dan was upset seeing you threatened like that.” I stood up from the table.

“Look at me. No cuts, just a couple bruises. I'm fine.”

“It's just that…Mira, Dan and I have both lost people we care about.” Aerie stumbled through her words. “And we don't want it to be you.”

How could I respond to that? Dan had lost a surrogate family when Jay and Aerie's parents were killed. “Okay.” I took a deep breath. “I promise I won't do anything dangerous…for a while.”

“Well, I guess that's as good as I'm going to get.” She leaned closer. “Now let's talk about you and Dan.”

Brainstorming - Hook to the Next Book

Ending your cozy mystery with a hook to future mysteries is a great way to keep readers engaged and eager for more. Here are some ideas on ways you can finish your novel with a hook:

1. Unresolved Storyline: Leave a storyline or minor mystery from the current book unresolved, hinting that it will be the focus of the next installment.

2. New Character Introduction: Introduce a new character with a mysterious background or intriguing personality, suggesting they will play a significant role in future stories.

3. Foreshadowing: Drop subtle hints or clues about an upcoming mystery or challenge that the sleuth will face in the next book.

4. Cryptic Message: Include a cryptic message, letter, or note that hints at an impending mystery or danger on the horizon.

5. New Location: Mention a new location or setting that the sleuth plans to visit or investigate in the next installment.

6. Unanswered Questions: Pose unanswered questions or mysteries related to the sleuth's personal life or background, hinting at future revelations.

7. Enigmatic Prophecy: Introduce an enigmatic prophecy or legend that suggests future mysteries connected to the sleuth's adventures.

8. Recurring Antagonist: Have the current antagonist hint at a larger, more elusive antagonist who will challenge the sleuth in future books.

9. Family Secrets: Reveal that the sleuth's family has hidden secrets that will come to light in future stories.

10. Suspicious New Neighbor: Introduce a new neighbor or resident in the sleuth's town who raises suspicion and curiosity.

11. Artifact Discovery: The sleuth stumbles upon an ancient artifact or item with a mysterious history, setting the stage for a future investigation.

12. Unresolved Relationships: Leave certain character relationships unresolved, hinting at developments or complications in future books.

13. Character Departure: A key character, such as a friend or ally, announces their departure or new adventure, suggesting future reunions or collaborations.

14. Rival Sleuth: Introduce a rival sleuth or detective who will compete or collaborate with the protagonist in future cases.

15. Mysterious Object: The sleuth acquires a mysterious object or artifact with an unknown significance that will be explored in future stories.

16. Flashforward: Include a brief flashforward to a future mystery or challenge the sleuth will face, leaving readers curious about the circumstances.

17. Parallel Cases: Mention a parallel case or investigation that will intersect with the sleuth's adventures in the next book.

18. Character Revelation: Reveal a hidden aspect of a recurring character's past or personality, creating anticipation for future character development.




Chapter 20 Exercise

What personal realization does your sleuth come to that demonstrates character growth in the character arc, which occurs because she stepped outside of her comfort zone to investigate this death?

How will you show the normal cozy world? Mirror the first scene.
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ADDITIONAL BRAINSTORMING FOR YOUR STORY


Here are some additional brainstorming lists to help with your overall mystery.

Brainstorming - Increase Conflict in a Scene

Great stories always contain great conflict, both big and small. Here are some ideas to create additional conflict.

1. Verbal Confrontation: Characters engage in a heated argument or disagreement over a key piece of evidence or a suspect's innocence.

2. Miscommunication: A misunderstanding occurs due to misinterpreted clues or cryptic messages, leading to tension among characters.

3. Hidden Motives: Characters suspect each other of having hidden motives or secrets related to the case, causing distrust.

4. Jealousy: Jealousy between characters, whether over a potential romantic interest or professional recognition, creates conflict.

5. Resource Scarcity: Limited resources, such as forensic equipment or access to records, cause characters to compete for access, leading to friction.

6. Personal Conflicts: Characters' personal conflicts from their past resurface, affecting their ability to work together effectively.

7. Interference: Well-meaning characters unintentionally interfere with the sleuth's investigation, causing frustration and conflict.

8. Competition: Characters, including rival sleuths or law enforcement, compete to solve the case first, leading to conflicts of interest.

9. Family Secrets: Family members involved in the case hide secrets from each other, creating tension within the family dynamic.

10. Outside Pressure: Characters face pressure from external sources, like their superiors or the media, that impacts their decisions and causes conflict.

11. Ethical Dilemmas: Characters are torn between following the law and seeking justice, leading to ethical conflicts.

12. Betrayal: A character's betrayal, such as leaking information to the media or sabotaging the investigation, creates internal conflict within the team.

13. Sabotage: Deliberate sabotage of the investigation, whether by suspects or adversaries, creates obstacles and conflict.

14. Clash of Personalities: Characters with conflicting personalities clash when working together on the case, leading to tension.

15. Trust Issues: Trust issues arise among characters, making it difficult to share information or collaborate effectively.

16. Misdirection: Characters are misled by false leads or red herrings, causing confusion and conflict as they debate the direction of the investigation.

17. Time Pressure: The looming deadline to solve the case adds stress and urgency, leading to conflicts over priorities and methods.

18. Allegiances Tested: Characters' loyalties are tested when they discover unexpected connections between suspects and their personal lives.

19. Moral Dilemmas: Characters face moral dilemmas, such as whether to protect a loved one who may be a suspect, leading to inner conflict.

20. Innocent Suspicions: Characters wrongly suspect someone who is innocent, leading to conflict when they must reassess their assumptions.

Brainstorming - Plot Twist Ideas

I always love a good plot twist. Here are some ideas to get the creative juices flowing. Plot twists are an awesome way to keep readers engaged and surprised.

1. The Accomplice's Betrayal: A close ally of the sleuth is revealed to be the killer's secret accomplice.

2. The Hidden Twin: A previously unknown twin or doppelgänger of a character emerges, leading to confusion and a new suspect.

3. Forgotten Past: The sleuth discovers that they have a forgotten connection to the crime or the victim, linking them to the mystery.

4. The Framed Sleuth: The sleuth is framed for the murder, leading to their arrest and a desperate attempt to clear their name.

5. The False Witness: A key witness provides false information intentionally to divert suspicion from the real killer.

6. The Phantom Threat: A new threat or crime unrelated to the original murder emerges, complicating the investigation.

7. Stolen Identity: A character is revealed to have assumed a false identity, raising questions about their motives and involvement.

8. The Betrayed Lover: A character who was in a romantic relationship with the victim is discovered to have been betrayed or deceived by the victim, giving them a motive for murder.

9. The Missing Will: A missing will or inheritance dispute comes to light, leading to motives among family members and beneficiaries.

10. Faked Death: The victim's death is revealed to be faked as part of an elaborate scheme, and they are still alive, creating shock and confusion.

11. The Double Cross: A character initially suspected as the killer is revealed to have been double-crossed by the true murderer.

12. The Secret Heir: An unexpected heir to a fortune or estate is revealed, leading to motives and jealousy among family members.

13. The Posthumous Message: A message or clue left behind by the victim after their death sheds new light on the case.

14. The Undercover Agent: A character is revealed to be an undercover agent or investigator with a hidden agenda.

15. The Misidentified Body: The identity of the victim is discovered to have been mistaken, leading to a new line of investigation.

16. The Unreliable Witness: A key witness is revealed to have memory loss, amnesia, or a psychological condition that makes their testimony unreliable.

17. The Secret Society: A secret society or organization is connected to the crime, with members working to protect their own interests.

18. The Time-Shifted Clue: A clue from the past, such as a historical document or artifact, becomes relevant to solving the modern-day mystery.

19. The Unexpected Ally: A character initially believed to be a suspect becomes an unexpected ally to the sleuth, helping to solve the case.
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THE TV SHOW PSYCH AS A GREAT COZY EXAMPLE


Lassiter: “Are you in my apartment?”

Shawn: “Please. I haven't snuck into your apartment for weeks. Which reminds me, you're all out of peanut butter.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 4: Extradition

There are a number of reasons why I am choosing a television show to give you a set of examples in the creation of a cozy mystery. Specifically, the TV show Psych is very well written by Steve Franks. He has a way of layering all the cozy goodness inside of a very concisely built screenplay. This means in 44 minutes, you will have watched your way through every single Pinch Point and Plot Point necessary in a concisely written cozy mystery.

That said, there are some drawbacks to using a screenplay as opposed to a book. Novels are written differently, of course, than the screenplay. Some of the genre tropes for cozy mystery novels are different than a made-for-television screenplay. Please keep this in mind. But for the purpose of this book, informing you on the best practices of outlining and pacing, I feel like a screenplay is ideal.

Steve Franks creates an outstanding cast that he keeps relatively small but with excellent character development. He also uses Backdrops as a way to create the mystery as well as the Universal Fun and expansion of the subplot. His screenplays also include Easter eggs, those secret little inside jokes, which make true fans into super fans.

Besides excellent plot development, you'll notice he sticks to the premise that his main character and sleuth, Shawn, refuses to grow up. This is the sleuth's character question that an audience/reader wants to know the answer to, will he ever grow up? Franks also uses the Backdrop of the eighties, when Shawn grew up, as a punchline for a number of story jokes. I dare you to count how many references to 80’s material he uses in the first five episodes of the show. This continues for eight solid seasons!

He also references 80's pop culture icons and then has them as guest stars on the show. Which is not something we can do in our books but is thoroughly impressive. It's like setting up a joke and paying it off later. It's wonderful to watch.

So, I hope you have as much fun watching Psych episodes as I do. And I hope they help you learn how flexible you can be with this outline but how important each aspect of it really is.

Characters in Psych

Sleuth – Shawn Spencer

Sidekick – Burton (Gus) Guster

Family and mentor – Shawn's dad, Henry Spencer

Detective – tension, rules: Carlton Lassiter

Detective - romantic interest: Juliette O'Hara, (all episodes except the pilot)

Sleuth's internal issue: Shawn refuses to grow up. He has relationship issues with his father.

The first example of this is in scene one, episode one of the pilot. Franks shows this very early on. This is important when setting up your series to let the audience/readers know what the deep internal question is for the sleuth. What will drive them through the series? The question our readers need answered, the thing our sleuth wants. Here our sleuth wants to remain childlike and refuses to grow up. Franks doubles down on this throughout the entire series in a number of ways. Shawn doesn’t even have an apartment in the series and when it’s needed in the story the apartment turns out to be an old dry cleaner, for some absurd reason. He also drives a motorcycle but refuses to buy insurance. If our sleuth Shawn didn't have Gus as his best friend, I doubt any of his bills would ever get paid. We consistently see Shawn use Gus's credit cards when he needs them.

Special Skill: Hyper-observant – father taught him this in the hope he would one day join the police force.

Scene one, episode one is a flashback where we not only see Shawn's commitment to not growing up, but we also see the development of his Special Skill. His father teaches him how to be hyper-observant and forces him to demonstrate this even when he doesn't want to. So, this gives us two things, relationship issues with his father, and a Special Skill. Anytime you can double down on aspects of your story it's a good thing.

Shawn Spencer - Shawn is a great sleuth because of his Special Skill, but also his willingness to be daring, to skirt the rules, and to drag his sidekick along for the ride. In the first few episodes, it's noted that Shawn has taken numerous jobs without settling on one. This foreshadows his ability at various skills throughout the series. Nothing MacGyver-like, but simple things like making hotel key cards when searching for a suspect.

A level of tension is created in his relationship with his father. It is common in cozy mysteries to create family tension of some sort that is shown during each book/episode. This tension varies between deeper issues and lighthearted fun. An example of this is when his dad calls him to remind him to pick up his old trophies. But he calls his son while Shawn is keeping a dead body from falling out of a dumbwaiter.

Burton (Gus) Guster - is Shawn's best friend from childhood, which is shown through flashbacks. They are still best friends, and Franks has made a good point to flesh this out in the episodes referencing their past trials together and how they always back each other up. Always a really feel-good history. Even when 12-year-old Shawn was cheating at Battleship, and they had a big fight about it.

As a sidekick, Gus has a professional job which gives him credibility, helping pay the bills Shawn forgets about, as well as knowledge about being an adult, having a full-time job, and being responsible.

In this book, I discussed how important tension is to keeping the pace moving in the story. Shortcut to that is to have the detective and the sleuth butt heads. Which does happen in Psych; however, Franks also creates additional tension between Gus and Shawn, usually when Shawn does not do the responsible thing.

Relationship with Law Enforcement - Carlton Lassiter and Juliet O’Hara - What’s interesting about this role is the writer split it into two characters, Lassy and Jules. Lassiter plays the strait-laced, rule-following detective, while Juliet plays the romantic interest/confidant detective. Both have very important roles to play. Both provide tension. Will Shawn ask Juliet out? He’ll have to grow up if he does. Will he stop making fun of Lassiter like he is in middle school? Will Lassy finally just shoot Shawn like he wishes he could? Each relationship with Shawn is fun to watch as it develops across the series.

Shawn’s Dad, Henry - Frequently in cozy mysteries we’ll see a family member and their relationship with the sleuth play out. In Psych we see this with Henry and Shawn. The relationship is shown on TV in both flashbacks and current events. As a writer, there are ways to do this without using flashbacks, so I don’t recommend them. But here they build the challenges the two face in their father and son relationship and we see it develop across the series as well.

That’s it for the main characters. Psych has a number of recurring side characters too, like the chief of police, Officer Buzz and Woody the Coroner (played by Kurt Fuller) who adds a huge dose of comedy when he’s introduced mid-series. But you’ll see the characters listed above show up in each episode and carry some weight in the story line.

Community center job: Psychic Detective Consultant

Shawn's version of the community centered job is not what we would expect to see in a cozy mystery novel. Or rather it's not the easiest profession for him to have if he were in a novel. It simply makes it more difficult for a writer to come up with ways for the sleuth to gain information from the community; however, Franks sets this up well, Shawn is a character who loves getting on people's nerves, enjoys one-upping everyone, and solving crimes before anyone else. He simply goes out and interviews people or finds unique ways to crash events to gain information. Franks is very smart in creating a character that will demonstrate the benefits of having a community-centered job that we have inside of the novel.

Cozy community: Santa Barbara, CA

The cozy community in Psych is Santa Barbara, CA. Initially this doesn't strike me as a cozy community, and it doesn't really play off that way inside the series; however, local restaurants are mentioned occasionally, and jokes are made about how many murders happen in the quiet town of Santa Barbara.

BACKDROP

The creator, Steve Franks, uses backdrops frequently and to great effect in Psych. From Bollywood to Telenovelas the writer creates an irresistible Backdrop on which to place his story. Devising lots of fun ways to introduce characters, establish drama or comedy, and adding a great deal of Icing, like dressing up for a Civil War enactment or taste-testing great food at competing restaurants, and even dressing like Indiana Jones. Here are just a few of the many episodes where Franks uses Backdrop wisely.

Season 1, Episode 3: Speak Now or Forever Hold Your Piece – The Backdrop here is a wedding. The murder revolves around the uber-expensive engagement ring. The entire story happens at the hotel where the wedding is to be held; this creates all our suspects and our Universal Fun, or Icing, that gives our audience lots of opportunities to enjoy. Choosing a wedding as a Backdrop gives you so many options to play with: venue, parties, dressing up, family issues, etc.

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - The Backdrop in this episode is a Civil War reenactment. The murder takes place during a reenactment where everyone thinks it’s an accident except our sleuth. This Backdrop gives us an interesting location, various characters, and aspects of an enthusiast’s hobby we can use to fill in areas of the story.

S1, E8 The Red Phantom - In this episode, the writer re-creates Comicon where Gus and Shawn interact with the actual George Takei of Star Trek fame. This mystery involves a kidnapping sequence of events linked to a comic book featured at the conference. This Backdrop gives us a location, cool characters in cosplay, and various motives with which we can work.

S2, E1 - American Duos - This episode is a spoof on singing competitions in the best way when one of the judges is targeted. Think of all the fun things you could write about regarding a singing competition!

S2, E13 Lights, Camera, Homicidio - In this episode, which is one of my favorites, Shawn actually becomes an actor on a telenovela where the telenovela becomes the Backdrop for the entire murder mystery.

ICING - Creating Universal Fun

Icing on the cake is the idea of an embellishment, or ornamentation, added to your writing to enhance its overall appeal and make it more delightful for the reader.

The writers of Psych use the Backdrop for much of the Icing choices but even if there isn't a large-scale Backdrop to a story, they still managed to find the Icing readers love so they can vicariously enjoy it through the main characters.

Season 1, Episode 3: Speak Now or Forever Hold Your Piece: This episode is a wedding and it gives us all the Universal Fun, or Icing, we could want. Shawn wrangles an invitation to the biggest wedding in Santa Barbara. He attends both the bachelor and bachelorette parties in order to interview potential suspects, even flirting with the bridesmaid and interrupting the vows when the officiant says, “does anyone object?”. Gus even catches the bouquet during the reveal. That alone is like the cherry on top for the reveal, and it uses the Backdrop to create the scene. Marvelous! Enjoy watching this one!

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - This episode leans into the Universal Fun a lot when Gus and Shawn dress up and we watch Lassiter become a general with a really horrible fake beard. In the end, even Juliet dresses in a hoop skirt to solve the crime. The writer here shows a Civil War battle scene twice inside the episode, doubling down on the Icing.

S1, E8 The Red Phantom - In this episode, the writer re-creates Comicon. We see all aspects of fun at a con, with cosplay and comic books and even the subplot is part of the fun where Gus and Shawn pretend to be George Takei's assistants.

S2, E4 Zero to Murder in 60 Seconds - While this episode does not have a Backdrop to play out the Icing, the writers in this mystery about drug dealers in a car remodeling shop have Shawn "borrow" Gus's car, and has them remodel the Blueberry (the nickname for Gus's small hatchback). They even have a drag race moment at a stoplight. All the fun of souped-up cars.

SUBPLOTS

Reminder: Subplots must always tie into and support the main plot in some way.

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot - the subplot here relates to Shawn’s relationship with his father. Something that's rather important to build out in the first episode of the show. Shawn is coming home after being away for a period of time, and is seeing his father again. The relationship is strained but he is forced to ask for help. In the end, his father is secretly proud he was working for the police department, something we know from the beginning he has always wanted for his son. This subplot helps Shawn solve the crime because by seeing the similarities between his relationship with his own father and that of the victim and his father, Shawn could make conclusions about the murder and solve the crime.

S1, E3 - Speak Now… - The subplot in this wedding-based mystery revolves around Shawn dating the bridesmaid—well, flirting and making a future date with the bridesmaid. It is through this relationship and close proximity of her actions that he is able to solve the case.

S1, E6 - Weekend Warriors - The subplot in this episode shows Shawn's dad buying him a watch to keep him on time. Shawn fakes losing the watch in order to borrow his dad's metal detector which he knew his dad would not lend him. The entire subplot shows a deeper understanding of one of the reasons why their relationship is strained. By borrowing the detector Shawn is able to find a very important clue. The watch was also purchased from the murderer, giving Shawn more information to solve the crime.

S1, E10 - Earth to Starbucks - In this episode, Shawn decides to help Lassiter solve a crime, because Lassiter is doubting his own abilities as a detective. Shawn decides to work at the planetarium to gain information (more Icing for those of us who love planetariums) but he also uses his new job to set Gus up on a date. While helping out all his friends, he is able to solve the crime…er, help Lassy solve the crime.

INCITING INCIDENTS

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot - The Inciting Incident in the pilot episode is a great one. Shawn is pulled in for questioning after calling the police with a lead on a theft case. Lassiter (our detective) believes he’s guilty as an accomplice to the crime because he couldn’t understand how Shawn could know that the store owner did it unless he helped. Although Lassiter comes to the wrong conclusion, it forces Shawn to come up with his own excuse on the spot and he blurts out that he’s a psychic.

This leads up to the Big Push scene at the end of Act 1 where Chief Vick stops Shawn before he can leave the police station and asks him to assist on a case, an important one with high visibility and she needs a “miracle, or a facsimile of one”. She also informs Shawn of the ramifications of lying to the police, thus giving him the option, and this option is important, to help with the investigation or go to jail. An impossible decision but a decision that Shawn, our sleuth, must make, and you can see he has to make that choice in this scene.

S1, E3: Speak Now… - Inciting Incident is when Shawn overhears (on purpose) details about a missing engagement ring. He really wants this case, so he sneaks into the interview room and gets himself invited to the wedding. The Big Push scene is very subtle in this episode. It took me a while to figure it out, but it is when Lassiter threatens Shawn and tells him in no uncertain terms to not take this case and stay away from it. While this isn’t an obvious outward decision in dialog from Shawn, if this were a book, with inner monologue, this would have been the moment he decided to take the case. You can verify this by the fact that, throughout the remainder of the storyline, Shawn messes with Lassiter by staying in his hotel room and racking up the room charges.

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - Inciting Incident in this episode opens with Nelson Poe being shot dead in the reenactment of a Civil War battle. The Big Push scene is when Shawn tries to impress a woman that he is flirting with by announcing that “it’s murder”. Now he really has to prove it! The decision is whether he proves he’s right or looks bad in front of the girl.

PLOT POINTS

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot - The first Pinch Point in the pilot episode is self-induced. Our not-so-psychic Shawn has been forced to work with the sketch artist to come up with the face of the kidnapper. When the family recognizes the face in the portrait as the sister’s boyfriend, Shawn realizes he’s in hot water and has to quickly backtrack.

S1, E3: Speak Now… - The first Pinch Point in this wedding ring disaster is when our Detective Lassiter refuses to allow Shawn into the meeting where he discusses the details of the case. This leads to a fun scene where Shawn climbs into the ceiling/air duct at the police station (foreshadowing his plan at the hotel when they climb into the dumbwaiter to search restricted areas of the hotel; this is where they find the midpoint body).

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - The first Pinch Point shows up when George Cheslow gets arrested. This forces Shawn to find evidence that George could not have committed the crime.

MIDPOINTS

The midpoints in Psych fall at the 20–24-minute mark in most episodes. This is exactly half of the 44-minute script.

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot – The midpoint occurs when the bodies of the son and friend are found at the cabin. This happens a bit later, only because the pilot is longer than most episodes.

S1, E3: Speak Now… - Here is where Shawn recommends that they climb into the dumbwaiter, and instead Shawn and Gus find the body of Dietrich Mannheim.

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - It happens later than most, but this midpoint creates the reversal that all midpoints need to have happen, but there isn’t another body drop. Instead, the reversal of belief happens when Shawn falls, rolls down the hill, (as the victim would have prior to his death) and he realizes that the victim had to have been shot from a tree, not by accident as they originally believed.

CRISIS

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot - The crisis happens when Shawn and Gus tail the victim’s sister and believe the bag she’s carrying has the million-dollar ransom inside. Only when they confront her, rather awkwardly, do they realize the bag is full of donation items. Now Shawn realizes he not only ruined his chances with dating the sister, but also has to find a new suspect.

S1, E3: Speak Now… - The crisis in this wedding-themed episode happens just after the bachelorette party when Shawn and Gus realize that none of the attendees could have done it, and they have hit a dead end.

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - The crisis in this episode happens when the boys steal Sally’s dress so that she can avoid becoming the next victim. However, Juliet steps in and says she’ll wear the dress and become the decoy. The boys don’t get to play an active role in solving the crime… Or do they?

PINCH POINT - ENTERING THE LAIR

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot - Shawn enters the killer’s home and calls out the head of the MacCallum household as the killer, but he gets kicked out of the house. Now he has to rethink how he’s going to bring this guy to justice.

S1, E3: Speak Now… - This Pinch Point happens at the wedding when Shawn has only a few moments to solve the case. Detective Lassiter shows up to pull him out because Shawn has charged so much money on Lassiter’s hotel bill.

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - Shawn and Gus enter the actual lair of the jeweler, apparently by themselves and the criminal thinks he has the upper hand, until backup, in the form of the Civil War enactors, appear behind them.

REVEAL

Each episode’s reveal usually contains a full confession, leaving the audience little doubt that the criminal will see justice served in the end.

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot - Here Shawn waits until the murderer is getting cocky, then he fakes a psychic episode naming the killer. Chief Vick backs up Shawn asking the killer to prove him wrong. The killer then confesses it was an accident; he didn’t mean to kill his son. Crime solved.

S1, E3: Speak Now… - At the wedding, Shawn breaks down the series of events and points the finger at the bridesmaid, regretting they’ll never have that date. She reveals her guilt by running…in heels.

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - Although they cornered the killer at the jewelry store, the writers needed to include everyone outside of the reenactors, like the Chief and Juliet etc. So, the reveal is held at the police station where Shawn lists the chain of events and the criminals come clean.

RETURN TO COZY

Season 1, Episode 1: Pilot - In the pilot episode, we spend a bit more time establishing the new normal, the return to cozy happens when the chief-of-police offers Shawn another job and he learns that his dad is actually proud of him, even though he won’t outwardly show it. In the next scene, Shawn informs Gus that he signed the lease and now they are partners as private investigators, sort of.

S1, E3: Speak Now… - After the wedding, at the front desk of the hotel, Lassiter tries to prove that Shawn is the one who ran up his room charges…and fails. Then there is a quick scene at the police station where Shawn says he’s planning Gus’s future wedding, groomsman’s toast, and all.

S1, E6: Weekend Warriors - In this quick wrap-up, Shawn salutes Lassiter and calls them a team, then we see a flashback of young Shawn and Gus where he explains that his dad doesn’t use the word “love” because…well, they’re guys. Showing us that the tense but loving relationship between father and son will continue as well as the tension in Shawn and Lassiter’s relationship. Overall, I feel that Episode 6, Weekend Warrior’s structure is weaker than the other examples of the show. Although it’s still an enjoyable mystery.


PART III



CONTINUING YOUR COZY MYSTERY SERIES
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HOW TO PLAN A SERIES


“I have an idea, but we'll need cool names.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 3: There Might Be Blood

Iplanned my first series through seven books. I winged it for my second series.

Take my advice. Plan your series first. Even if it’s just titles.

Here’s why.

First, it changed the way I thought of my books. Instead of individual products, I looked at my series as the product and individual books as parts of it. The reason is simple, cozy readers are huge readers. They want a series. If you publish only one cozy novel, it may not see sales. It may begin to sell at three books. And it will definitely sell more at six books. So do yourself a favor early on; even if the idea of committing to six books freaks you out, you can relax. Planning this doesn't mean you need to do it, but it will definitely help you in the long run.

Another reason planning out your series is helpful is that when you find an awesome cover artist you will soon learn that their time is precious. It's much easier for them to create three book covers for you, in quick succession, than it is to create one and then have you come back to them months later. So, commit to three books at a time and buy those covers.

Batching and Time Blocking

Yet another reason to plan your series is that you can time block and batch your brainstorming. This includes batching title creation, blurbs, motivation for your killers, etc. By batching these tasks, you become better at them through repetition. If you're writing three blurbs in a day, they are going to be better than the one blurb you wrote two months ago and the blurb you’re writing two months from now. Write them all right now, not only will you give yourself an idea for those books, but you can also tweak them over time. And then they become even better.

I'm realizing right now that I should create a link in my series spreadsheet that goes directly to the blurbs, so I don't have to search for them. Always make things easy on yourself. If that means creating the link in the spreadsheet, you should do it. Think of all those little, tiny amounts of time you can save. Those are hours of writing time.

When you're writing your blurbs for your books, you'll easily see the character arc you are going to give your sleuth. And once you brainstorm your idea for each book, you can create the blurb. The blurb is not your final blurb. It doesn't have to be. But it's important that you start. It's much easier to fix something that's already created than it is to start over. Caveat, unless it's total crap, in which case you have got to let it go and start from scratch. You'll know what you have and what you need.

You'll want to manage all of your brainstorming so that you know where you can find it later when you're working on subsequent books. I'm a huge fan of spreadsheets, but I know that's a rarity. I create a spreadsheet per series. It will hold multiple tabs, one of them is for title creation, another is for clean links, and another for marketing information. Blurbs usually go in a Word document. Trello is another app that may help with keeping track if you don’t like spreadsheets.

Let’s batch-create your series book ideas.

Step one - Creating titles

List 1-6 on a piece of paper, spreadsheet, Word document, wherever you are comfortable.

The next thing you want to do is figure out what kind of format your titles are going to be. Cozy readers love alliteration and puns. Do you want two words, three words, or four words in your titles?

Is there a theme to your stories that you can carry into your titles? This can help your titles be more unique because, truth be told, cozy titles are all very, very similar. There are only so many different ways you can place the motive words.

I created a quick worksheet for this, but in general what you want to do is write down a list of motive words or crime words and a list of words that go along with the theme of your series.

For instance, in a paranormal series you can use witchy items as your non-motive word. Make sure you have a long, alphabetized list of both types of words. And then just start matching them to create your titles. It's like instant titles. Just select the ones that appeal to you the most and put them in an order that feels right. For instance, the first three motives might lead to the culmination of the character arc. Or not. It's up to you. Create your titles in batches of three until you have 6 to 9 titles that you love and that you would love to see in a book. Your first step is done.

Step 2 - A motive for each book

The next step is taking that title and devising the motive for the crime. Remember the Backdrop for your story and then come up with a motive. After that we can develop our suspects.

For each of the six titles, think of an idea for a Backdrop and the motive for your story. You really don't have to go very deep for this. That's for future you to figure out later, and it won't be hard. You've already got the idea wheels turning just by creating the title.

Now that you have a title, a Backdrop, and a motive for each of those six books, you can come up with blurbs.

Step 3 - Create the blurb

Here is how to generate a working blurb for each of your titles in such a way that readers will be hooked.

First start by reading other cozy blurbs in quick succession, then apply that cadence to your own blurbs. This can help create your blurbs quickly, and in line with what readers are looking for.

At this point, if you're brave, once you have your cover art, you can post the pre-orders for the first three books. Don’t do this unless you've already been writing and completing books successfully and you know your time frame for producing each one. Unless this gives you the cold sweats, like me. I wait until a book is completed before I post the pre-order. When starting a new series, do yourself a huge favor and write three books first, then begin the publishing process. I recently learned from fellow writers that it's important to publish at least 4-5 books in a series in order to see if readers are really enjoying it, again we see that cozy readers want MORE books before they even begin reading a series.

If this is the first time you're writing a series, cut yourself some slack. You don't know yet how long it will take you to write book one. Book one will always be the hardest in every series. It's where you are discovering your characters for the first time. It's where you're learning your process for the series; it's not a time to stress that the book has to be out by a certain date.

You want to give yourself the room to creatively investigate and figure out your new characters until you're comfortable with them. By book three you will know them, and it will be much easier to write subsequent books including the reader magnet.

At this point you want to look at your three to six books, and ponder what kind of character arc you're going to give your sleuth. As I mentioned before, it doesn’t need to be a drastic arc. You can stretch across three books, four books, or six books, it's completely up to you. You can be strategic and expand this across the first four books and then the next three books. But this is the point where you can look at your overall idea and take notes that you can come back to as you build your series. Again, this is a reminder to put this document, in whatever format it is in, in a place where you will find it again.

Now you have set the foundation, not only for this book but for future books which will make the entire process easier and faster for you.
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MY HOPE FOR YOU


Gus: “I’ve seen it all.”

Shawn: “You've seen it all through the cracks in your fingers while you were hiding your eyes.”

— Shawn Spencer, Psych, Season 4: The Head, The Tail, The Whole Damn Episode

My hope is that you have a new tool in your arsenal of writing. This was something I created for myself when I did my “I want to write cozies” research. I read all the books, I hunted down every single website, I printed things out. Then I walked through everything piece by piece until it all started to gel and made sense to me. Then I joined the communities of fellow writers and learned more from their experiences.

My goal with this book was to create something with all that information in it but in a concise formatted way that made it easy to digest.

I'm hoping I did that for you.

I hope I created something that lets you write like the wind knowing your book is going to be absolutely fine. Just walk step-by-step through the process and at the end you'll have a book readers are going to enjoy.

By following the steps, it allows you to focus more on your personal creativity and your own characters and their motives and all that fun stuff, all the things that make you light up when you sit down to write. My goal was to give you a tool to make writing easy and fun and take away all of the hard stuff.

I would love to learn more about your writing and the stories you create. Feel free to email me at natasha@natashacsass.com and, even better, I would love to see you in one of my workshops so we can write together. Until then, Happy Writing!!!
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APPENDIX: FELLOW AUTHOR'S BOOKS - THANKS GUYS!


Appendix: Fellow Authors’ Books - Thanks guys!

[image: Lynn Morrison series]


Lynn Morrison, https://www.amazon.com/stores/Lynn-Morrison/author/B00IKC1LVW

[image: Reagan Davis books]


Reagan Davis, https://www.amazon.com/stores/Reagan-Davis/author/B083QPVBCS

[image: Stella Bixby books]


Stella Bixby, https://www.amazon.com/stores/Stella-Bixby/author/B07CRK1P12

[image: Ana Bisset Books]


Ana Bisset, https://www.amazon.com/stores/Ana-Bisset/author/B07M7SLTP2

[image: Julia Koty books]


Julia Koty, https://www.amazon.com/Julia-Koty/e/B08XZX9WMS
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APPENDIX: WORKSHOP LINKS AND FREE WORKSHEETS


Visit Natashacsass.com to learn more about our workshops and the latest news on all things cozy mystery.

Downloadable Free workbooks to streamline your writing:

Build your Sleuth workbook: https://pages.natashacsass.com/sleuthbook

Build your Series in an Hour workbook: https://pages.natashacsass.com/serieshour

Workbooks to use alongside this book:

Novel workbook: https://the-indie-writers-workshop.teachable.com/p/my-downloadable-novelworkbook

Novella workbook: https://the-indie-writers-workshop.teachable.com/p/cozy-mystery-novella-workbook

Indie Writer’s Workshops with Natasha C. Sass:

If you are looking for community and support in your writing, please check us out. These courses dive deeper into each aspect of storytelling, helping students achieve reader-favorite cozies in less time.

[image: Novel workshop link]


Novel Workshop: https://the-indie-writers-workshop.teachable.com/p/cozy-mystery-novel-workshop

Novella Workshop: https://the-indie-writers-workshop.teachable.com/p/halloween-cozy-novella-workshop

Thank you so much for spending time with me!

If you enjoyed this book please consider leaving a review. This is the best way to help other writers find this resource. See you in class!

Happy Writing,

Natasha


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Hi, I’m Natasha Sass

[image: Natasha Sass photo]


I’ve been in the publishing industry for 20 years. I’ve helped to organize regional conferences for authors, and I teach classes on writing and self-publishing. As a former corporate trainer, I break down the complex into understandable pieces to make the business of writing faster and easier.

I’m a big fan of college football, WE ARE…PENN STATE and I am an avid knitter, servant to three cats, and lover of Psych, Only Murders in the Building, and Doctor Who. Currently publishing cozies under the pen name Julia Koty. I live with my husband and kids, and the three cozy cats in Massachusetts.

You can find me on clubhouse and the associated Facebook group here: https://www.facebook.com/groups/cozymysteryclubhouse

And at my website: https://www.natashacsass.com/

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: Amazon icon]
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