


Session overview

Week 6 – Unravelling the Past: Plotting Your Mystery

• Review previous task

• Developing a strong plot with twists and turns (creating suspense)

• The Genealogist in Trouble!

• Writing scenes – how to start and where to end
• Assignment: Develop one of your chapters through to a cliffhanger 

/ exciting end (or just the ending if too much!)



Using genealogical records…

Using thoughts
• Can be italicized, i.e. What am I going to 

do now? Morton wondered.
• But it doesn’t have to be, i.e. What am I 

going to do now? Morton wondered.
• Sometimes in speech marks, i.e. ‘What am 

I going to do now?’ Morton wondered.
• Main point is to be consistent!



A strong plot…
• Your story needs several plot 

twists / revelations that the 
reader doesn’t see coming 
(use genealogical records!)



A strong plot…

• Use revelations / plot twists 
in both past and present 
narratives



Show don’t tell!



Foreshadowing



Exercise



Exercise

With the Galveston Storm story, what 
kinds of plot twists could be used?

Are they shown in the past narrative, or 
does Morton discover them?

Can you tie any genealogical / historical 
records to this plot twist?

• The baddie isn’t a simple criminal – his 
backstory ties in with Ernest’s birth parents’ 
story

• DNA – shows Ernest’s German heritage
• The locket – has no financial value but its 

provenance does
• The mysterious rich lady knows more than 

she’s letting on
• Ernest’s true heritage
• (more will likely come as I write…)



How to start? Where to end?

Set –up / Crime / 
Mystery

ResolutionInvestigation

Introduce main 
characters / settings

Introduce central 
themes (your story)

Protagonist works to solve the mystery / 
more story / character development in 

the past. Obstacles in both narratives. Plot 
twists / red herrings. See subplots

All plot points tied up 
/ central mysteries 

solved / subplot 
moved forward (even 

a tiny bit!)



Plot twists…



How to start? Where to end?

Where to start a 
chapter…

• Start with description 
that leads to action 
(your story)



How to start? Where to end?

Where to start a 
chapter…

• Dialogue that leads to 
action (your story)



How to start? Where to end?

Where to end a chapter…

• Cliffhanger!



How to start? Where to end?

Where to end a chapter…

• A moment of tension



How to start? Where to end?

Where to end a chapter…

• Scene shift / setting 
shift



How to start? Where to end?



The Genealogist in Trouble!

When esteemed forensic genealogist, Morton Farrier is 
called upon to investigate what happened to a priceless 
artefact that disappeared on the night of the Great 
Galveston Storm in 1900, he is drawn into a world of 
murder, deception and fake identity. While Morton 
uses his unrivalled skills to uncover the past, there is a 
killer out there who will stop at nothing to prevent him 
from discovering the truth.



Plotting The Great Galveston Storm story

Structure:
Prologue – Ernest’s perspective – see snippet of the storm at its worst
Chapter 1 – Morton – client unexpectedly arrives at his house. Introduce mystery. Morton starts 
research right away – give basics of Galveston Storm to the reader. Verifies basics of what client 
told him. Show domestic situation around case (perhaps use this is an end of chapter)
Chapter 2 – Morton – More research into the specifics of the case. Looks at some genealogical 
documents. Sends a DNA kit to client. End on a question / something that doesn’t make sense to 
him related to Ernest Gorton
Chapter 3 – Ernest – see him at the orphanage xx days before the storm. Establish normality. 
Introduce Clara / her father / key characters at the orphanage. End on a hint at the mystery of the 
locket
Chapter 4 – Ernest – see him leaving orphanage for day’s work on the boats. See ports / wharves in 
normal times. See baddie antagonist and hint at his interest in the locket. End on a hook.
Chapter 5 – Morton – see him making some discoveries and building up a timeline of Ernest’s life. 



Exercise

• Think about the plotting of your story (inside the 3-act 

structure)

• Will you have a prologue?

• What is the structure? Past past / modern modern? Past / 

Modern / past / modern? Or something else?

• If you have multiple characters in the past will you have a 

pattern to switching between each of their perspectives? Or 

switch within each chapter? 



Final week!

• Information on final submission
• Reminder of structure of 

genealogical crime mysteries / 
common themes / character, etc

• Formatting & editing
• What else?



Assignment
Develop one of your chapters through to a cliffhanger / exciting end!

(If you are a long way from the end of a chapter, just write the ending)

• Try and read some fellow students work and offer constructive criticism

• Name your document your name week 6

• Upload by Sunday if possible Things to consider:
• Remember your work from the previous weeks 

regarding setting, character, dialogue & using 
genealogy

• Choose either the past or present narrative 
chapter to end

• Can you end on an exciting cliffhanger which 
makes the reader want to read more?





Any questions?
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