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[0:00] Intro 

[crickets; music] 

Welcome to Cabin Tales: Spooky Stories for Young Writers. This is Episode 5.5: 

“Author Interviews about Tension.” Today’s episode is a “talking tales” format, 

which mean it’s all interviews, extending last week’s episode, “Squirm,” and 

keeping the focus on the subject of tension and how to make a reader turn the 

page. 

Today you’ll hear from five great Canadian authors about how they 

increase tension at the planning, drafting, and revising stages of writing, and what 

they recommend to young writers who want to keep readers on the edge of their 

seats.  

I’m Catherine Austen. And my guests today are Kate Inglis, Lisa Dalrymple, 

David McArthur, Jeff Szpirglas, and Marty Chan. Together they’ve published over 

50 books, including picture books, non-fiction, novels, and short story collections. 

They’ve spent years honing their skills to keep readers turning pages. And some of 

their best advice is coming up right now on Cabin Tales. So listen in.  

[crickets] 

 

[1:15] Interviews 

Last week, you heard from fantasy and historical novelists Sarah Raughley, Don 

Cummer, and Lena Coakley about their advice for keeping readers invested in a 

story. This week you’ll hear the advice of horror writers, picture book authors, 
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biographers, and novelists on how to keep a reader gripped. Because tension —

making a reader just a little anxious or intrigued, so they want to turn the page – 

is crucial to all types of writing.  

 My first guest is Kate Inglis. She’s the author of picture books, novels, and 

non-fiction. Her latest book was just released this fall: A Great Big Night, 

illustrated by Josée Bisaillon. Kate joins us from Nova Scotia, where she’s 

currently working on a novel for adults. And here’s her advice to young writers 

who want to add tension to their work. 

[music] 

 

[2:10] Kate Inglis on showing characters 

CA: Do you have any recommendations for young writers for building tension in 
the middle of their story or for writers who maybe start like you without knowing 
where the story is going and then they get stuck? 
KI: Well, in the middles of books, once we are established in the story, what we 
need to do in the middle – other than just letting the plot move ahead and 
thinking about the rhythm of the plot – we also need to give our characters the 
space to let the readers get to know them and relate to them. So this is our 
portion of the book where people are drawn in because they see themselves. 
They see their own fears; they see their own ordinariness. So I think in the middle, 
we need to let the characters play out what they are and who they are a little 
more. So, I think you want to think about, in terms of building tension, how can I 
show rather than just tell what is holding this character back? What is propelling 
this character forward?  

Showing and not telling is something that I think is a really sacred skill to try 
and practice all the time, no matter how experienced you are as a writer. It's 
something you always have to work on. We don't want to show that our 
character, Sam, has a difficulty with authority. We don't want to have to say, 
“Sam didn't do well when he was told what to do.” We want to put Sam in a 
situation where we can show that happening, where we can see Sam's resistance, 
where we can see someone pushing his buttons, you know? So you definitely 
want to just create that space to just let life unfold a little bit in a way that will let 
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readers start to relate and start to understand those inner drivers. You know, I 
think in the beginning, we've got a lot of exposition to do. We've got some 
settings to establish, we've got characters just to introduce, we've got perhaps a 
challenge that's laid on the table. And at the end, we've got to wrap it all up. And 
in the middle, I think that's character. I mean, in addition to just, again, letting the 
plot unfold. But a lot of that space in there is just character space. 
[music] 

 

[4:30] Jeff Szpirglas on creating a tense atmosphere 

Next you’re going to hear from Jeff Szpirglas. He writes horror stories – a genre 

that certainly relies on tension. Jeff has written over 20 books, including novels 

and short story collections and “choose your own ending” adventures, as well as 

educational books and early readers and non-fiction for adults. He’s a teacher by 

day, and he has great advice to young writers for building tension. 

[music] 

JS: In scary stories, atmosphere is such a big part of the story. You can look at a lot 
of – I’m always drawn to films and movies sometimes more than stories – 
backstory and atmosphere. We read The Witches to our kids. We haven't shown 
them the movie yet because the movie is really scary. The film by Nicolas Roeg is 
such an unusual film. It's amazing. What is unsettling about that is the 
atmosphere. He constantly tilts frames and has a moving camera. And those are 
very subtle things that you may not pick up on, but they provide a certain degree 
of instability, visual instability, to that movie.  

And you can do that with your writing as well. You know, making an 
atmosphere that doesn't feel right. It’s sometimes hard because in horror stories, 
we often, we immediately think of the cliché, you know, the dark and stormy 
night. Well, that's not scary. But what can you do to that dark and stormy night 
that might make it seem awry or askew or not quite right? You know, a lot of 
what I find interesting in horror are things that doesn't fit there. And it may not 
be obvious. If you're a young person writing a scary story, what are the sneaky 
things you can kind of fit in there? And that sometimes is done through 
atmosphere, or the rhythm of how you're writing, you know. Read it out loud. 
Does it sound scary? Does it sound like it's too much to say? Roald Dahl's The 
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Witches is a great example of a story where the first 20 pages is not even the 
story of the book. It's all about witches. And it's building this idea that the people 
you think are safe may not really be safe. And it's very destabilizing. What can you 
do to render your world not quite like the real world?  
[music] 
 

[6:50] Lisa Dalrymple on asking your character questions  

Our next guest author is Lisa Dalrymple. She writes fiction and non-fiction for 

young readers. She wrote her first book when she was 10 years old and sent it off 

to a publisher, who kindly rejected it. But she bounced back from that, and she 

has since published 11 books. Her most recent is Fierce: Women who Shaped 

Canada. Lisa she joins us from her plotting shed in Ontario – a garden shed 

repurposed into a writing shed. And here is her advice on how to build tension. 

[music] 

CA: Do you have any recommended techniques for young writers for building 
tension in the middle? Because they often start out with a bang and then they get 
lost or they fade. 
LD: Yeah, that can be a trick—I think that even as professional authors, we 
struggle with that ourselves, right? A lot of the work I've been doing lately, I've 
been writing nonfiction stories. And so for that, the course of action is very much 
scripted for me. I can't make any changes. What these amazing women did in 
their lives is what I have to tell. So yeah, a lot of times the middles are taken care 
of for me because these women did such amazing stuff.  

But I know that when I'm working on something that's fictional, and I get to 
a point where I feel that the character is maybe just going through the paces—
which can sometimes happen, especially if you're a planner, because you realize 
you’re just sort of getting your character from point A to point B. I like to come up 
with something sort of, something that comes out of the character and where the 
character is, and say, What if? You know, I've got this story set up right now. What 
if this happened? How would this character deal with this, given everything else 
she's got going on for her? And it might just be a writing exercise. It might lead 
me down some forest path where it turns out to be nothing that goes in the book. 
But at least it brings that character back to life for me. It brings the feelings back. 
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And if nothing else, it lets me get to know my character a bit better so that I could 
maybe see how she might react to other things that are going on in the book.  
[music] 
 
[8:50] David McArthur on planting clues 

Next you’re going to hear from David McArthur. He’s a graphic designer and 

creative writer who joins us from Victoria, BC. He has four picture books in the 

“What Does…?” series, including his most recent, What Does a Caterpillar Do? 

illustrated by Lucy Rogers, for which all profits are being donated to the Victoria 

Child Abuse Prevention and Counselling Centre. David also writes stories for 

young adults, though he has yet to submit those to publishers. Here’s his advice 

to young writers on the subject of tension. 

[music] 

CA: Do you have any recommended techniques for building tension? 
DM: It's all about the little clues, isn't it? In a movie, you can have the dramatic 
music in the background, you can dim the lighting and all of that. And you can’t 
really do that in the same way in a story, partly because it's a much slower pace. 
So what I tend to try and do is build in little clues and little hints that people 
who’ve actually been reading the story will go, ‘Ah, that was linked to this.’ And 
then they'll start thinking on their own accord, What does that mean? And 
through that, you can sort of guide their thought process or the way they’re 
feeling by these little clues, and eventually lead to a bigger, more dramatic sense 
of foreboding or tension, as you were saying.  
 It’s a useful mechanic for a story and for a book, to put your character into 
a difficult situation and see how they’re going to cope in that situation. It’s also a 
great way, I find, to actually build a connection with the reader. So you get them 
to care about the character by the trials that you're putting them through. And 
that can really create a good way of humanizing this imaginary character that 
you've come up with in your head that you’ve put onto paper for the readers. And 
it can create, or sort of humanize who that character is, through these torments 
that you're putting them through, and that can create a compelling story as well. 
[music] 
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[10:55] Marty Chan on leaving answers hanging 

Our final guest author today is Marty Chan. He is an award-winning novelist and 

playwright, and he’s been making readers turn pages for years. He’s written 16 

books for kids – funny, spooky, mysterious novels – including several series. His 

most recent book is a standalone novel, Haunted Hospital.  Marty joins us from 

Alberta. And here’s his advice to young writers who want to build tension in their 

fiction. 

[music] 

MC: The best way to build tension is: you have to do the opposite of what you 
would naturally want to do in real life. In real life, we're always trying to solve 
problems or stay out of trouble. In fiction, it's really boring if everyone gets along 
and nobody opens the door they're not supposed to open. So I feel like the best 
way for young writers to build tension is get your characters in the kind of trouble 
that your parents tell you not to get into. And by doing that, it pushes your 
character into situations that are uncomfortable. And if you solve, try to solve the 
problem too quickly, you lose the tension. So I would say: get your character in 
trouble and then push it to see how far you can go with the problem before you 
find a solution. And that will create enough tension to keep the reader interested. 
 If you can spark a question in the mind of the reader and it makes them 
want to keep reading in order to answer the question, that's when you have an 
effective first line. And the trick is, for beginning writers, is you have to ignore 
that instinct to instantly answer the question in the next paragraph. If you can 
stretch things out and leave that question hanging in the air, it means the reader 
is going to keep reading your work. Now, there's a balance you have to strike. You 
can't, you can't leave the question unanswered. And you also know that if you 
leave it too long, the reader will get frustrated and give up. So you've got to find 
that perfect moment to stretch out the answer and give it at a time when the 
reader will appreciate it. And of course, if you're going to answer the question, 
you might want to create some other questions that will keep them reading.  
[music] 
 

[13:10] Commentary on tension as a balancing act 
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There’s so much to learn about tension and pacing, and so many techniques to try 

to keep readers gripped. You can foreshadow a dreaded event, or take the reader 

by surprise. Build the atmosphere slowly, or rush into action at a breathless pace. 

Describe gruesome details vividly, or just hint at awful things happening. Make 

your reader want to protect your character, or make your reader delight in a 

character’s demise.  

 Think of a story as a character facing a problem that’s in the way of what 

they want. Envision a scale with the character on one side and the problem on the 

other. Make your reader invested in the outcome of this contest – they want your 

main character to win – and then shift the balance of the scale so that the reader 

dreads that the character will not win after all. That creates tension. And if you 

envision it as a scale, you’ll see very clearly that you can increase tension in your 

story by adding to the weight of the problem or by reducing the weight of the 

character. Make the problem stronger or make the character weaker. Or both. 

One way to weaken your character is to isolate them: she gets separated 

from her friends. Maybe she took a wrong turn, poor thing, or maybe her friends 

abandoned her because they’re tired of her pranks and they’re not falling for her 

ridiculous story about a monster in the woods this time. If she wants to 

investigate, she’ll have to do it alone. An isolated character is weak.  

You can also make your protagonist more vulnerable or burdened as a way 

of weakening them. Maybe he’s carrying a 2-year-old child, or maybe he’s 

carrying a load of self-doubt, or maybe they have their leg in a cast or they’ve 

been awake for 32 hours straight or they can’t see through the driving rain. All of 

those particulars shift the balance against the protagonist. And they make the 

reader worry.  
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You can shift the balance more by increasing the strength of the problem. 

The monster that was in the woods has found the door to the root cellar and is 

now in the basement. Or there’s one monster in the woods and a second one in 

the basement. Or the monster footprint your character saw was just a toeprint 

and the monster is much bigger than expected. Any of those sorts of things make 

the problem larger. But you can also make danger come closer in time. The 

monster is an alien on its way back to its ship to call for help—and if you don’t 

stop it before it gets there, you have no hope at all. A ticking clock always adds 

tension to a story. Your protagonist doesn’t just have to rescue his teammates 

from the cave; he has to rescue them before the rock that holds up the cave roof 

crashes down on them. The problem is bigger, closer, so dangerous there’s barely 

any hope at all that your protagonist can win this contest. 

 Keep the image of a scale in mind as you create or revise your stories and 

ask, Are there ways I could shift the balance to make things a little more tense? 

[music] 
 
 

[16:20] Interviews about drafting and revising for tension 

In the last episode of Cabin Tales, you heard that some authors use the revision 

process to really fix the pacing of a book and add tension to scenes. I asked 

today’s guest authors about what stage in the writing process they pay the most 

attention to tension. Here’s Marty Chan. 

[music] 

 

[16:45] Marty Chan on revising multiple times 
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MC: I always think about my plan or my outline as just a general map of where I'm 
supposed to go. I would compare it to going on vacation or a road trip. You might 
go to a Google map and sort of have a general sense of the route that you're 
going to take, but the real adventure comes when you go off the map and you 
start going down trails or roads that you hadn’t planned on going, and you 
discover that really cool hole-in-a-wall restaurant that you would have never 
found just by Googling, and you go in and you would have had the best breakfast 
that you've ever had in your entire life. So I feel like when I plan, I don't want to 
handcuff myself to following exactly what I've planned out. I still want the 
freedom to explore and discover when I write the first draft, and especially when I 
revise. When I get into revision, there may be discoveries that I make about a 
character or a story point that I go, ‘Oh, you know what? It would be really cool if 
I just sort of played this up or went down this road.’ I know that if I it goes 
nowhere, if it ends up at a dead end, I can always backtrack and just go back to 
the outline. But I feel like, if we're creative, we should always be creative. We 
can't just sort of think there's only one way to do this and once I have that 
planned out I'm not going to deviate from the plan. 
 What that means though, is that when it comes to revising, I spend more 
time revising then I will spend writing a first draft. So for revisions, even before I 
will show a draft to my wife, I will probably revise that story about four to six 
times. The first few times that I will go through the story, I'll be covering the plot 
to make sure that everything moves exactly the way it's supposed to. Once I'm 
happy with that draft, then I'll go through and track it for the main character to 
make sure that the motivation they have makes sense. Once I’ve got the main 
character settled, then I'll go through for the other characters, the antagonist or 
some main supporting characters, to make sure that they’re consistent through 
the whole story. And once I've got the character paths taken care of, then I'm 
willing to show it to somebody to get some feedback just on story and character. I 
will show the draft to my wife and if she yawns, I want her to mark down in the 
manuscript where she yawned, because it means that maybe I was a little too 
boring or I was dwelling on something that the reader didn't care about.  
[music] 

 

[19:10] Jeff Szpirglas on drafting quickly  

Jeff Szpirglas is not a planner. He finds twists and tension as he goes.  
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JS: I always, I've learned, just get it out. Get it on paper. I actually really enjoy 
editing once I've written it. If I try to edit while I'm writing, that stalls, it grounds 
me to a halt. I question myself. How I write my first draft and what ends up in a 
finished book is very different. I don't tone myself down. I go, you know, full gory 
ending. And even in the Tales from Beyond the Brain, sometimes I'll go for a big 
gory ending because I think it's hilarious. Part of what makes a scary story work is 
the way it deals with something that is real, you know, in this case, fear of death, 
right? That fear of death and decay and bad things happening to you. But not in 
realistic ways, but in very hyperbolic ways that sensationalize it and in doing so,  
make it — in some ways, the gorier the death kind of makes it safer because it's 
more ridiculous an ending. You know, it becomes funny and it becomes very 
exciting. But the act of writing happens very quick, like the writing of the story I 
do in a very short amount of time. And then the thinking about it is what takes 
the longest time. And sometimes hours will have passed and I’m like, What? How 
was I productive today? What did I do? But the thinking going into it and mulling 
things over is, you know, so much of the writing. The writing is the least amount 
of work that you do. The editing is more substantial, and the thinking is certainly. 
[music] 
 
[20:50] David McArthur on editing as he drafts 

David McArthur revises any plot holes left over from the drafting. 

DM: I do tend to edit as I go, but I do try and do a chunk of work before I go back 
and revise it. Otherwise you never actually get the book finished. I think once 
you've written a story or a book, the best thing you can do is actually take a break 
from it. Not when you're writing it, in the middle of writing the story, but once 
you've written a story, you’ve printed it out on a computer, it’s sitting there with 
a red pen on top of it so you can go through it and cross out lines and edit stuff. I 
think just put it to one side. Take a break. Maybe start a new project. And then 
come back to it and see it from fresh eyes. Partly because when you've spent a lot 
of time writing and concentrating on something, it's very easy to know the story 
too well, which means you miss the flaws. You miss the plot holes because you 
know what's coming next. So if you leave it for a little while, you're not going to 
forget everything, but it allows you to see it with fresh eyes.  

I always find that at the very beginning, if I'm not careful I will revisit the 
opening paragraph many times. I want to create that hook, I want to get people 
drawn into the story. So that I tend to revise quite a bit. If I can break that, I’ll just 
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keep writing until I have the story written out. And then I'll revise it. I say story 
but it’ll be a chapter. And then you go back and you tweak it and you read what 
you've written and make sure that it actually makes sense, that you haven't blown 
a big plot line open. 
[music] 
 

[22:30] Kate Inglis on irresistible revision 

Kate Inglis has difficulty pulling herself away from revisions. 

CA: Do you revise while you draft or do you just try to get it out?  
KI: I try to just focus on just word count. Just bang it out. Get it out and let it be a 
mess. Just keep going, keep going, keep going. Don't look back. You know, there's 
the pillar of salt analogy: just keep looking forward; if you look back too much, 
you'll turn into a pillar of salt. But I fail.  

Because what I do is I, I would end up you know spending hours and hours 
and hours writing where it's just like this firehose and it feels great. And I feel like 
a straight-up genius in that moment, like a mad scientist. And I put it down. And 
then I have a day or two, and I can't not go back and look at what that mess is. I 
can't not go back and say like, ‘That felt really good. Is it as good as it felt?’ And 
often the answer is no, it's a big steaming mess – which is what every first draft 
should be. But I'm really terrible at not looking back. Because you end up 
tinkering and then you start getting kind of demoralised and then you just realize 
that you spent the three hours or the four hours that you had set aside for 
writing, but you spent it all on just being finicky and obsessing about a paragraph 
you wrote the day before. You have to sort of be able to watch yourself for that 
tendency because you can just burn up a lot of time doing that. And you need 
space from what you've written anyway. So whenever possible, keep looking 
forward. If you feel like you're having a really positive editing spell, then then 
that's okay. But don't forget to keep just moving forward. You can make it better 
when you go around to the beginning again.  

That part is easy, at least for me. The editing is really really easy compared 
to getting out that first draft. And so knowing that, I need to be much more 
disciplined at putting on those horse blinders and just keep looking ahead as best 
as I can. But again, I cheat. I do go back. I can’t stop mucking with it and playing 
with it and trying to make it better, and cutting things and seeing more – how 
could I miss this? And this is not tight enough. Because I fail so much at not 
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looking back, by the time I finish a first draft, I've already rewritten all of it 
probably two or three times.   

[music] 

  

[25:15] Lisa Dalrymple on over-editing 

Lisa Dalrymple plans her stories in advance, but there’s still lots of revising for 

tension. And she will sometimes cut a bogged-down beginning from her book 

entirely. 

LS: A lot of times the original beginning can get cut altogether from the story. I've 
heard it referred to as throat clearing, where the author is just starting to get 
going and sort of clearing their throat and setting the scene and saying what they 
need to say but might not be integral to what the reader needs to hear. So if 
there's a lot of set up to my story that is descriptive or not really gripping at the 
beginning, that stuff tends to get cut. It can be used later, so it kind of comes in a 
little bit. But for the most part, I like to I like to start off with something a little 
more meaty. 
CA: Do you tend to edit yourself as you draft? Or do you just try and get the story 
out and then do your revisions later? 
LD: This is somewhere that I'm going to be brutally honest. And it's something 
that I'm realizing that I need to have a good long talk with myself about, because I 
over-edit as I'm writing. And so sometimes getting hung up on what I wrote the 
day before really stops me from getting that story down on paper. I'm wondering 
if it's a procrastination technique. [laughter] I’m wondering if I’m the ultimate 
procrastinator because I'm just going to edit the stuff I did before. I feel like I got 
some work done but I actually have not moved the story forward at all. So, yeah, 
it's not good. It’s good to get those words down. 
CA: Are you a planner? Do you tend to know the end of your books at the 
beginning? 
LD: I do, yes. And I struggle with that because I don’t always—I know that there 
are planners and there are pantsers, and I'm very jealous of the pantsers. Because 
a lot of times for me—and this is why I can't talk about a story as I'm writing it—
the more that I talk about it and the more that I put down on paper that isn't the 
story itself, the more some of that sparkle seems to go out of it for me, So I have 
to try to find a fine line between having mapped out the plot points that I know I 
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want to hit but not ruining the story for myself. I'd like to be able to follow my 
characters wherever they go, but sometimes I need I need to know what's going 
on. I’m very much a planner.  
[music]  

[27:30] Plot twist dos and don’ts 

So you can see that the time to attend to tension is all the time. You don’t have to 

know all the tense scenes in advance of drafting. And you don’t have to draft a 

tight gripping scene – you can make it gripping in your revision. Adding tension to 

your story is an ongoing process. And keep in mind my first recommendation from 

last week’s show: whatever scene you’re writing – an encounter with a ghost or a 

breakup with a best friend – keep a reader turning pages by writing well. Revise 

and revise again. You want your reader to understand what’s happening in your 

scene, to believe what’s happening, and to care about what’s happening. That’s a 

tall order. But every reader knows when it’s not working.  

[music] 

 

[28:20] David McArthur doesn’t twist fully 

David McArthur doesn’t like it when he knows what plot twist is coming. 

CA: You have written some longer works. And do any of them have a plot twist?  
DM: So plot twists I find quite difficult to build, partly because I've seen a lot of 
people do them and I've read a lot of plot twists, and I can tend to predict what 
the plot twist is going to be. And as such, they always leave me feeling slightly 
unsated. Why did they go down that? That was so predictable. So rather than 
doing full 360 plot twists, I tend to try and weave mysteria, or mystique, into a 
story. So hide things. So, allowing the reader to second guess what's going to 
happen. And then perhaps not following through in quite the predicted way that 
they were expecting. So I guess that is kind of like a plot twist, but not that full 
“This guy is actually not a goodie; he’s a baddie all along” sort of thing. I will say 
that one writer that I really enjoy and he is very good at plot twists is Neil Gaimon. 
And I think he does that by taking something that's ordinary and twisting it to 
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make it almost fantastical. And I do remember reading quite a few of his stories, 
in particular one where that happened, and it was so nice treat for sure. 

[music] 

 

[29:45] Lisa Dalrymple sticks to the rules of a story 

Lisa Dalrymple doesn’t like it when a writer changes the rules of a story in order 

to make a plot twist.  

CA: Do you have any favorite plot twists, either from your own work or from 
books that you admire? 
LD: The one that’s coming to mind – but it's not a favorite — I was really upset 
with The Hunger Games and the plot twist where they kind of turned around and 
changed the rules and all of a sudden, you know, two people were allowed to live 
at the end of the game as opposed to one. That, to me, ruined what could have 
been — I mean, I still love the book but, yeah, I was very disappointed in that 
book. 
CA: So you can't go back on your word to the reader. 
LD: No, no. That's the first rule of world building, right? You build a world, you set 
it up. There are certain rules. They may or may not jive with what we know as 
people living in the world that we live in. But you can't just turn around and 
change the rule halfway through because it suits your plot better. 
[music] 

 

[30:40] Jeff Szpirglas builds up the danger 

Jeff Szpirglas likes the buildup of tension that he finds in stories and films.    

JS: Short stories are very different than a novel, right? With a novel, you need to 
sustain it in a way that is different than a short story. I love short story. I've always 
loved short horror. I think the short form works very well with the genre because I 
think, when something is scary, it's often unknowable. And as soon as you 
understand it, it ceases to be as scary. Being able to do a short scary story, I can 
end on a cliffhanger. Most of the stories in the Tales from Beyond the Brain series 
usually end with something bad happening. And I don't always say what that is, 
but it's often implied. And when you end on something that is implied, it's often a 
lot scarier than showing you what it is. Horror works best when it's not always 



Cabin Tales Episode 5.5 Transcript 

seen. You know, the fin of the shark in “Jaws,” and the John Williams music, is far 
superior to the actual model of the shark. And they learned very quickly that what 
made that movie scary was rhythm and editing. And I feel the same goes for 
plotting a short scary story. They can end with a bang, you know, the revelation of 
something or a twist. Or they end with the suggestion of something terrible, but 
you know, without making a big show of it. They have their own kind of rhythm 
and cadence and nuance. Horror is such a musical genre because it's about 
buildup and about tension. So, when I'm plotting a short story, I'm thinking about 
what is the pay off? Is it the reveal of a monster? Is it the reveal of a larger world 
that we didn't necessarily know is there, that we find terrifying? Or is it the twist 
that somebody is far more nefarious than we initially thought? And I may try to 
plant clues along the way. 
[music] 
 
[32:35] Kate Inglis’s favourite plot twists from television 

Kate Inglis also finds great plot twists in what she reads and what she watches. 

CA: Do you have a favourite plot twist, either from your own work or a book that 
you admire?  
KI: Oh, there's so many! My mind is just spinning with books and film and TV, as 
well. Right now, I started watching “Breaking Bad.” I really love film and TV and I 
learn a lot from it. I watch them in a very sort of a cinematic way where I'm 
looking for structure, I'm looking for —  I'm a photographer as well, so I'm always 
looking for, I find it interesting to look at how stories are framed, literally and 
figuratively. And so we started watching “Breaking Bad,” and it was just like every 
episode there's a twist. Every episode is structured so that you begin with a scene 
that makes no sense, and that is right out of the gates really intense. Like, how on 
earth are they going to get themselves in this situation? And then it goes 12 hours 
earlier, and then the episode begins. So the whole time you have the knot at the 
end of the rope, but you don't know how they got there. And so that show, when 
I think of twists and suspensefulness, that show is so beautifully constructed. And 
I mean, here we are having an interview about writing and the first example I 
throw out is of a TV show. But for me, it's just different instruments playing the 
same music. And so, film and TV, when it's really well done, it just really taps into 
the writer in me, taps into the photographer in me. And so that's just the first one 
that came to mind when it comes to suspense, for sure. 
CA: I just feel for Jesse. 
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KI: Oh I know! 
[music] 
 
[34:25] Marty Chan’s favourite plot twist from film 

And here’s Marty Chan on plot twists. 

MC: My favorite plot twist of all time has to be from the movie “Sixth Sense,” the 
M. Knight Shyamalan movie. And I think it's old enough that if I give it away, I 
don't think I'm spoiling it for anybody. But the premise of the book is a young boy 
believes he sees dead people. And he's supposedly seeing a therapist, played by 
Bruce Willis, through the whole movie, trying to deal with whether this vision that 
he's seeing of the dead is real or not. And the plot twist comes when it turns out 
that Bruce Willis's character is not his therapist but actually a ghost. And if you re-
watch that movie keeping that twist in mind, the thing that I love about plot 
twists is that when the creators play fair with the reader or the audience, that you 
can in hindsight see the plot twist was well seeded. It wasn't a random choice. It 
was something that actually added up if you had paid attention. And so for me, 
that's one of my favorite plot twists just because it's well founded and it caught 
everyone off guard.  
 For the way that I work, especially with comedy—I do a lot of humour—I 
find like first person perspective makes things seem more immediate. The story 
seems more present. You're very much in the world of that character and you 
can't really move very far beyond their sort of comprehension of what's going on. 
Which is great if you're writing funny stuff. And it's really good if you're reading 
scary stuff. Because with scary stories, you want to limit the kind of information 
that the character has because the unknown is what creates the fear and the 
tension. And if they know too much, like a third person omniscient narrator 
letting you know what's going on, then there's no tension. Because the reader 
goes, ‘Oh, okay, we know the real reason why the door is creaking or why the 
shadows are moving.’ 

 

[36:15] Write your own tale 

So with all this good advice in hand, it’s time to write your own tale. Take an idea 

you have for a story or a scene. Feel free to use the prompt from last week’s 

episode, about Simon and his pet rabbit Woolly. Outline your scene, or draft it, 
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and then review what you’ve written and ask how you might enhance the 

tension.  

Is there a plot twist you could foreshadow to make it more believable? Is 

there a long scene transition that you could summarize, or a bunch of background 

information that you could delete? Can you jump back and forth from the action 

to the main character’s mind to give us the feeling of being right in the scene? 

Should you open with the ending and then take the reader back to show how it all 

transpired? Can you make your reader more invested in what’s happening by 

making your character more invested? Make a deep need inside your character 

and present them with tough choices that challenge that need. As the American 

novelist William Faulkner once said, the most important story is “the heart in 

conflict with itself.” Put your character in an agony of choices and consequences, 

and your reader will have to turn the page.  

[music] 

 

[37:30] Thanks and coming up on the podcast 

And that’s all for today’s show. I want to thank my guests: Marty Chan, Jeff 

Szpirglas, David McArthur, Lisa Dalrymple, and Kate Inglis. You’ll hear more from 

these authors in November, when we talk about Beginnings and Endings.  

 Next week, we have a special episode of Cabin Tales, “Picture a Story,” 

featuring interviews with great Canadian illustrators – Katherine Battersby, Farida 

Zaman, Peggy Collins, Christine Tripp, and Chris Jones – because there’s more 

than one way to tell a story. My guests next week will have great advice to share 

with young writers, artists, and graphic storytellers.  



Cabin Tales Episode 5.5 Transcript 

Then on October 30th, I’ll have a special Halloween episode of Cabin Tales 

featuring weird tales from student writers, with no interviews at all. I’m still taking 

submissions for that, so if you have a tale to share – something a young teen 

might tell around a campfire – send it me by email to cabin@ 

catherineausten.com – that’s Catherine with a C and Austen with an E – or use 

the contact form on the website at CabinTales.ca. You’ll find submission 

guidelines on the website. You’ll also find a full transcript of today’s show and 

information on the all of the wonderful guest authors featured today.   

 I hope you enjoyed today’s show. If you did, share it on your social media 

with your writer-friends and reader-friends and teacher-friends. And write your 

own tale.  

 I’m Catherine Austen. Thanks for listening.  

[crickets] 


