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Introduction




I’m Fleur, and I love mysteries. 

This is how I open my book talks, whether I’m talking to adults at a literacy event or I’m at a school for an author visit. I love the genre—in fact, I got my start as a writer of short mysteries and crime fiction. For about a decade, short stories were all I wrote. 

Eventually, I found my way to the middle-grade novel writing side, still focusing on mysteries. The Double Vision trilogy was my first published set of novels; other works of mine include Midnight at the Barclay Hotel and Daybreak on Raven Island, as well as numerous non-fiction titles, mostly for the educational market.

My books have won a few awards, including the Colorado Book Award and SCBWI’s Crystal Kite Award, and have been nominated for mystery’s Anthony and Agatha Awards. A short story of mine, How to Teach Yourself to Swim, was chosen for the annual Best Mystery Stories of the Year anthology.

I am the current President of the Rocky Mountain Chapter of Mystery Writers of America. I’ve judged and chaired the Edgar Awards on the MG and YA side.

I don’t share this bio to show off—I just hope it shows that my love for mystery transcends kidlit/MG/YA, and spans a full career.



In short: mysteries are my jam.





I love the puzzle, figuring out whodunit in a game with the author. It makes me feel smart, and every time I read a mystery I learn something new about the craft. 

I love the psychology behind crime fiction. Why does someone commit a crime? How can I relate to the antagonist as a reader? Mysteries explore the human psyche in a way no other genre does. 

I’ve blended mysteries with the paranormal (ghosts anyone?), but at their heart my stories are always mysteries.

I hope my enthusiasm for the genre helps you feel that you are in good hands. I want to help you succeed in writing your MG or YA mystery.


      [image: ]Why Mysteries for Kids Are Important

I’m not the only reader who’s into the genre. Everyone loves a mystery. No, really—or at least a very good number of readers and TV viewers. Mysteries are only second to romance as the most popular fiction genre... With adult readers anyway.

And yet…

The kid mystery department does not reflect this popularity. And we’re losing readers by the boatload with each rising grade level. 

Fleur pulls out her soapbox.

Take a classroom of third graders. About 89 percent read for fun—not bad, all things considering. Between TV, phones, and other distractions, sometimes I think it’s a miracle kids read at all.

Now, let’s watch those kids age. If you were to meet that same classroom in eighth grade, reading for fun plummets to 59 percent. And that’s the stats (which are somewhat dated anyway) talking—anecdotally, I would say it’s much worse.

How do mysteries come into play, you ask?

Mysteries are fun. They’re puzzles that appeal to everyone, because we like to feel smart when we solve the thing. Even the most reluctant of reader will be tempted by a good mystery.

I can’t back this up with statics, much as I’d like to, but… I believe mysteries can keep kids reading for fun. So, us authors have an important job.

All soapbox stuff aside, if you picked up this book you probably already love mysteries yourself. Writing mysteries for MG or YA readers is so rewarding; I speak from experience.



How Mysteries are Different

As you go through this book, you’ll recognize some of the plotting methods if you’re a more experienced writer. The truth is, mysteries for kids are like any other book: you need a solid plot, three-dimensional characters with stakes, and a resolution that makes reading the book fulfilling. 

However, mysteries are different in that you need to set up the puzzle, or the game you’re about to play with your reader. Although you don’t want to resort to stereotypes (more on this in later), you do want the clue-type mystery to be a fun one for your reader to solve. 

Mystery writers need to plot more carefully. They must reveal clues or red herrings at the right time. A good mystery gets this just right. A bad one is a disappointment.

Not to worry, we’ll make sure your mystery is the former. 



How Mysteries for Kids Are Different

If you are writing a middle-grade mystery (or a chapter book), you’ll want to keep any danger and complexity age-appropriate. The best way to figure out what’s okay and what isn’t, is to imagine telling the story to your target reader. A twelve-year-old will be ready for different content than an eight-year-old, or a middle-schooler reading YA. There are no hard rules when it comes to what’s okay and what isn’t. It’s a judgement call in the end.

Crime and the motivation to commit one can go dark or stay light, like in a cozy mystery. Read widely in the age category you want to write for. You’ll get a nose for what’s cool and what you should avoid.

Mysteries for YA are less restrictive. You can pretty much go as dark or light as you want with your mystery. Just make sure you understand that this may affect whether a library shelves your book or not.



What this Book is (and is Not)

There are a lot (like a whole lot) of books out there on the craft of writing. This book is not a deep-dive into character or a waxing-poetic/philosophical look into the life of a creator. There are great books already on the shelf like that. I don’t have anything to add.



This book is a practical look at how to plot a mystery for kids and teens. 





I’ll recap each chapter and give you a to-do list you can follow for the best results in writing your mystery. This book will guide you to get the words on the page, then revise them so they’re ready for submission. I’m a pragmatist at the end of the day. I just want to get on with the mystery, and with this book, I want to help you write yours. 

If you follow along with this book, you can have a finished novel draft, timeline depending on how fast you write and revise.


      [image: ]Your Turn

Each chapter has a Your Turn section, where you can apply your new knowledge so you can write your own mystery. By the end of the sequence plotting, you’ll have an outline, and you can start writing. I’ll even walk you through the broad strokes of revision and briefly cover markets to sell your mystery kids to.

Let’s do this thing.








  
  

Chapter 1

The Setup





Hatching Your Idea

Where do you get your ideas…? It’s a question I get at just about every author school visit, and I love answering it. Because the possibilities are endless when I’m brainstorming. 

I pick up ideas EVERYWHERE. When I go to a museum, watch a movie, go for a walk, watch true crime, or read a book. Or ask that question: what if…?

The idea stage is the best one, but also the most terrifying. Because you can start a story or full-blown novel and get this part wrong. I have a several fifty-page partial manuscripts that simply died out. Sometimes an idea just isn’t ready yet. For me, I often need an interesting setting. Or I need to mash several good ideas together to make a novel that is compelling enough to make a well-rounded story.

It’s kind of a magic brew. I always tell the kids that a book is like a recipe. You can start with, say, a can of beans. But you need other ingredients to decide what the dish you’re cooking is going to be.

To get you started on your mystery, let’s begin with the good stuff.


      [image: ]The Crime

What’s the crime? If you’re writing a mystery, you’ll have to figure out what that’s going to be, sooner or later. Whether you start this brainstorming session with the mystery or it’s something you add, you’ll have to plot this part of your book carefully.

Once upon a time you couldn’t have a murder mystery in middle-grade, but that’s changed (or Midnight at the Barclay Hotel wouldn’t be out there in the world). If you’re writing for younger readers just make sure you stay on the cozy side of crime: that means no graphic violence. 



In MG, the focus should be on solving the puzzle and putting the clues together, not the details of the crime.





If you’re writing YA, you can go a little deeper when it comes to the morality questions surrounding the crime. There really are no rules in YA, though it’s important to understand that if your book is graphic in violence or other content anywhere, libraries and schools may not want to shelve your book.

And of course, your protagonist and reader won’t be able to solve the mystery without clues. We’ll delve into how to place clues later. For now, just think about the mystery or crime that you want at the center of your story. I'll cover this in more detail in Chapter 4.



Is Your Story MG or YA?



If you're new to writing for kids and teens, you may have a tough time figuring out if what you're writing is middle-grade (MG) or YA. MG is geared toward readers aged 8-12, and YA is for readers 12 and up. Then there is the chapter book market of course, which is a little more familiar and straightforward to most writers.

There is no one-size-fits all answer to whether your book should be a MG or YA. The best way is to look at your character, content and voice. How old is your protagonist? Is the content and voice more kid-appropriate, or are you dealing with teen issues, like sex and the darker elements of crime? For the U.S. publishing market, MG generally has a protagonist aged 11 or 12, YA's protagonists are 16 or 17. This is a generalization, but it gives you an idea of where your book might fit. Reading widely in your intended segment helps; we'll go into finding comparable titles in the next chapter.




Sometimes It Takes Patience

Take Midnight at the Barclay Hotel, my middle-grade (that means it’s for kids ages 8-12) mystery that has done pretty well. If you looked at my early notes on this idea, I was going in the wrong direction. And I could feel it. I knew I wanted to write a middle-grade mystery, Agatha Christie style. A classic mystery that could serve as an introduction to the genre for kids.

Great concept. I attribute the book’s success to that clear vision. But in my early brainstorming sessions, I had the book set at a museum, one like the Denver Museum of Nature and Science. In case you’ve never been, it’s a very cool, huge museum, with different sections for different topics and time periods—like the Smithsonian. I love it. Excellent choice for a setting if I do say so myself.

But it didn’t work with my Agatha Christie style concept. I brainstormed and eventually set the idea aside. It just wasn’t ready.







OEBPS/images/9f4a8622-1a10-4846-8033-804593b4779f.png





OEBPS/images/776b510b-6b3c-41d5-bcb7-73867e07fea3.jpeg






