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[crickets]  

Welcome to Cabin Tales: Spooky Stories for Young Writers. This is Episode 3.5: 

“Author Interviews about Inspiration.” I’m Catherine Austen. And my guests today 

are Cary Fagan, Wendy McLeod MacKnight, Raquel Rivera, Ishta Mercurio, and 

Robin Stevenson. Today’s episode is a “talking tales” format, which mean it’s all 

interviews, extending last week’s episode, “Spooky Stories are all Around Us,” and 

keeping the focus on the subject of ideas.  

The five great Canadian authors you’ll  hear from today have written over 

70 books: picture books, short story collections, non-fiction, and novels for 

children, teens, and adults – and every one of their books began with an idea. 

Some of their best advice on where to find ideas for stories, where to keep them 

once you find them, and how to create fiction from your real-life fears, is coming 

up right now on Cabin Tales. So listen in.  

[crickets] 

 

[1:15] Interviews about finding inspiration for stories 

Last week, you heard Philippa Dowding, Amelinda Berube, and Kari-Lynn Winters 

talk about the strange origins of many of their books – in dreams, ghost stories, 

members of their family. Now you’ll hear where this week’s guest authors find 

their best ideas. 

  

First up is Cary Fagan. He’s one of Canada’s writerly gems. He’s written over 40 
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books, including 5 short story collections, picture books, and many, many novels 

for children and for adults. He won the Vicki Metcalf Award for his body of work 

in children’s literature. And he’s been a finalist for a dozen other prestigious 

awards, including the Rogers Writers Trust Fiction Prize and the Governor 

General’s Literary Award for fiction. And he is not short on ideas for stories.  

[music] 

 

[2:10] Cary Fagan on finding inspiration from his own childhood 

CA: Is there somewhere where you get your best ideas? 

CF:  I would think from my own childhood, but not in a completely direct way but 

more from my interest in things. I was always interested in what I call the minor 

arts, like magic and ventriloquism, puppetry—all of those things that are just a 

little bit goofy. And that has definitely influenced my two-book series that started 

with The Boy in the Box, which is about a boy who juggles, which is something I 

never—I did learn to juggle a bit for the book, but I was not particularly good as a 

kid.  

I've always been fascinated by performance. I was a very shy kid. So people 

who are in some way or other kind of involved in performing. Mort Ziff is not 

Dead is about an old stand-up comedian. And in one of the Wolfie and Fly books, 

they form a band and perform in the talent show at their school. So I'm very 

interested in the relationship between one’s sense of self and then that same self 

when it presents to others in some larger way, and the challenge of that and the 

thrill of that. That's something I think I was always fascinated by. Like I used to 

learn magic tricks when I was a kid, but I was basically too shy to perform them 

for anyone except my mom, you know. So that is one thing.  
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And certainly just an interest in art and self-expression is something that 

certainly comes from my childhood, again. I just mentioned my mom. She's 93 

now; she's not really doing any art now. But she, for a long time, liked to paint 

and sketch. And I’m not very good at drawing, but when I was a kid, she used to 

draw with me all the time. And I tended to make things rather than draw, so I 

would use collage and I would use cut-outs, and then eventually I started to make 

little books. I've often thought writing is kind of performing for shy people 

because you don't have to be there, you know, you can write something and give 

it to somebody and you run away and you don't have to be there when they read 

it. Making things is a little bit like that. So some of my characters, in The Collected 

Works of Gretchen Oyster, the boy in it, Hartley, he finds these little collages, 

these cards that somebody has made. And that's the kind of thing that I really 

loved to do when I was a kid, make that kind of thing and find a way of 

communicating. So, my childhood love of making things is definitely something 

that's also a part of my stories. So I guess a lot of things, not in an 

autobiographical way but indirectly, a lot of impulses that I had as a kid and 

feelings definitely come out in my work. 

[music] 

 

My next guest, Robin Stevenson, has written more than 25 books, both fiction 

and non-fiction, for all ages, from board books for the very young to teen novels 

and books for adults. Robin joins us from the west coast of Canada. Many of her 

books began with moments in her own life, and some grew from historical and 

current events.  

[music] 
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[5:30] Robin Stevenson on finding inspiration in life and news 

RS: Most of my books began with a seed that was somehow related to something 

in my own life. So often an experience or a memory. For example, Record Breaker 

began with the memory of being 10 or 11 years old and desperately wanting to 

get into the Guinness Book of Records and, you know, pouring over an old 

Guinness Book of Records looking for records that I might be able to attempt to 

break, and just thinking it would be fun to write about a kid who wanted to get 

into the Guinness Book of Records. And then it kind of grew from there and went 

in different directions. But often they begin with one little kernel like that, which 

is somehow connected to my own life, although by the time the book is finished, 

often that thread is pretty tenuous as it's often gone in quite a different direction 

from where it began. 

CA: Have you ever written a story that was based on a news event or a historical 

event?  

RS: Well, actually Record Breaker—although it began with that memory about 

wanting to get into the Guinness Book of Records—also incorporates historical 

events. So the Cold War, the Cuban missile crisis, the JFK assassination—those 

events form the backdrop for the story, although it's not directly about those 

events.  

My book In the Woods is about a teenage boy who finds a newborn baby 

that's been abandoned in the woods, and that was inspired by a new story about 

somebody who found an abandoned infant. Dead in the Water was actually – it's 

an Orca sports story – about abalone poaching off the waters of Vancouver Island. 

And that actually began with a news story about a group of men who had been 
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arrested off of Vancouver Island for poaching abalone, which is a protected 

species. And so that was a new story that gave me the initial idea for that book as 

well. 

[music] 

 

Our next guest is Raquel Rivera. She’s the award-winning author of five books for 

young readers. She’s based in Montreal. Several of her books are deeply 

researched historical fictions set in Canada before the arrival of Europeans. And 

here’s where she gets her best ideas for imaginative stories that mesh with 

historical truth.  

[music] 

 

7:50: Raquel Rivera on finding inspiration inside and out 

RR: Mostly it's a combination of me trying to work out my own personal problems 

with the idea of being interested in a form. So with my book Orphan Ahwak, for 

example, I wanted to write an adventure story about pre-contact Canada which 

starred a girl. Because I'd been doing a lot of research and I realized, you know, 

things happened to men and boys, but women and girls mostly endured. 

Culturally that was just how it worked because they had a different set of jobs, to 

take care of stuff. So I had done stories about little boys and I wanted to do a little 

girl who has a true kind of wilderness adventure, while at the same time sort of 

working through my own childhood stuff about feeling alone, feeling that I was on 

my own with various traumas and stuff like that. So basically I'm hiding kind of my 

own issues in a highly disguised fictional setting.  

And so, then it slowly comes together just from, like, say I'll be riding a bike 
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and I'll be like “Oh, I know how it has to happen. Her whole family has to be killed. 

All the people that care for her have to be slaughtered.” So that’s the beginning of 

the book. So I kind of go like that, piecing it together bit by bit. There’s always like 

an intellectual form. I want the voice to be, I want to try an omniscient narrator 

for the first time. So there's always like a literary thing, but then in order for me to 

actually have the energy to finish the job, it needs to have an underlying question 

that's basically my secret. But I'm trying trying to address that question and trying 

to arrive at a solution, at a solution that makes me feel okay. 

[music] 

 

Next you’re going to hear from Ishta Mercurio. She’s the co-author of the non-

fiction children’s book, Bite into Bloodsuckers, and she’s the author of the 2019 

picture book, Small World, which received rave reviews in School Library Journal 

and Publishers Weekly. She has a background in dance and theatre—which may 

have an influence on where she finds her ideas for stories.  

[music] 

 

[10:10] Ishta Mercurio on walking into inspiration 

IM: I get a whole lot of ideas from overhearing snippets. Like my kids will be 

talking in the next room or I'll be in a cafe and someone will be having a 

conversation at the next table. But the best ideas, the moment when everything 

coalesces into something that I can really work with, is when I'm walking. Usually 

when I'm walking somewhere that's very familiar. That mundane walk home from 

my favorite cafe that I make four or five times a week, or that mundane walk 

home from the grocery store—that's where I get my best ideas. That's when 
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something will just go voom, and it'll just [clap] right there and then I go, “Oh yes, 

there's a book in this.” 

CA: And are any of your stories based on your own childhood? 

IM: Kind of yes and no. Like every character that I write is a little bit me, but then 

the details are always different. Like Nanda in Small World is a keen observer of 

the natural world and she's very good at math, and I was very good at math when 

I was in school, and she's very good at science, and I always enjoyed doing science 

at school. But you know, she went on to become an astronaut and I didn't, right? I 

went on to study dance and theatre and to write books. So the specifics of every 

story are always different. But there's always a kernel of who I am in every main 

character. 

CA: And do you use your life as a parent? Do your kids inspire any of your stories? 

IM: Sometimes yeah. They'll say something. Like my kid said, when he was four—

his great-grandfather had just passed away—we were on the porch and he said to 

me, “Mom, when will it be the end of the days?” And he had been just thinking all 

this really deep stuff about life and death and how if his great-grandfather dies 

then at some point everything must die. And you know, bugs die and trees 

sometimes die. You know, like, he was just kind of taking that idea of death and 

just spooling it out into, what does this mean for everything else in the world? 

And I just think that experience of knowing him, watching him parse it out, 

reminded me that young children are very deep. And that's what I write to. When 

I write books for kid, what I write to is that depth, that willingness to explore big 

ideas and sometimes dark ideas. I think a lot of people when they think of telling 

stories to kids, they think of keeping it simple or dumbing it down or even just 

keeping it light and fluffy. And I don't think that that's who kids are. So I want to 
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acknowledge that truth of, that the world is deep and complex. And even children 

of all ages, even young children, are capable of processing that. 

[music] 

 

Our final guest author today is Wendy McLeod MacKnight. She joins us from New 

Brunswick, where she used to be Deputy Minister of Education. She’s published 

three middle-grade novels with an imaginative speculative element to them. And 

here’s how she comes up with her story ideas. 

[music] 

 

[13:25] Wendy McLeod MacKnight about being nosy 

CA: So where do you get your best ideas?  

WMM: Oh my gosh, that's the $1,000,000 question. One of the things that I 

always say when I'm talking to kids is: be nosy. Be curious. Be listening all the 

time. I get ideas from books I read, or I'll see the news and I go Oh! Or I’ll see kids 

doing something here in Fredericton and I’ll go Oh! Or I'll be sitting somewhere 

and I'll overhear a conversation—because there's nothing worse than having an 

author sitting anywhere near you because we're always like, “Oh, that would be 

interesting.” For me it's always a “what if” question. It's what if this happened? 

Oh! I always say to the kids be as nosy as you possibly can because that's going to 

only help you in life because curious people tend to do very very well, whether it's 

academically, whether it's socially—because you'll always have something to talk 

about with somebody. And it sure as heck helps if you're a writer to be very 

curious. I get my ideas everywhere.  

My first book, It's a Mystery, Pig Face, was actually kind of a love letter to 
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the place where I grew up, which was in Saint Stephen, New Brunswick. And I was 

the kind of kid—back to being nosy—I was always searching for mysteries in my 

neighbourhood and nothing interesting happened in my neighbourhood. I mean, I 

was the kind of kid that would walk by window and just have to peek in because 

maybe, you know, something dastardly was occurring. And of course it never did. 

And so then I thought, Okay, what would have happened if I had actually found a 

mystery? So in the book, the main character, Tracy, actually lives in my old house, 

lives on my old street, wanders the same neighborhood a lot later in life than me, 

and ends up finding a bag of money in a baseball dugout.  

CA: Have you ever based a story on another story? 

WMM: My second book, The Frame Up, was inspired by Harry Potter. One of the 

things that I was so fascinated about was all of how all of the paintings in 

Hogwarts were alive. They all had their own life. And especially when I saw the 

movie because I would see all of these characters going back and forth behind the 

picture frames. And I thought, “Oh my gosh, I want to know their stories.” And so 

I started thinking about my own paintings in my house, and then I decided, you 

know, what if every original piece of art in the world is alive? They just don't want 

us to know that they’re alive. And then I decided to set them at the Beaverbrook 

Art Gallery in Fredericton.  

[music] 

 

[16:15] Quote from Jack Gantos on eavesdropping 

So you can see that authors find ideas for fiction inside them and all around them, 

eavesdropping on life.  

 Children’s author Jack Gantos has a whole book about getting ideas for 
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stories, and in it he writes: “Sometimes I go outside at night and hide behind a 

tree and listen to people talk as they drift by.” [laughter] I don’t recommend that 

to any young writers who may be listening. That’s just a bit creepy behaviour to 

me – but Jack Gantos has written far more books than I have, so maybe I should 

give it a try. Or maybe I should write a cabin tale about someone hiding behind a 

tree at night, waiting for passersby, prepared to steal their life stories.  

[music] 

 

[17:00] Interviews about finding inspiration in real-life fears 

I asked today’s guest authors if any of their fictions are based on their own fears. 

Here’s Robin Stevenson.  

 

[17:10] Robin Stevenson on her apocalyptic fears 

RS: They definitely make their way into many of my books. To use Record Rreaker 

as an example again, it's got that backdrop of the Cold War, and the child in the 

book is very anxious about the possibility of a nuclear bomb, and they're having to 

do drills at school and so on. And although I didn't grow up in that same era, that 

was definitely a fear from my own childhood. The kid in the book reads Alas, 

Babylon, which is a post-apocalypse nuclear war novel, and is kind of traumatized 

by it. Now for me, it would have been Nevil Shute’s On the Beach that I read and 

was completely haunted by, or the movie they used to show in schools back then, 

“If you Love this Planet,” about nuclear war. And yes, so those fears that the child 

has in the book were very much mine. And I think I often gives my fears to my 

characters. 

[music] 
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[18:05] Raquel Rivera on writing from fear 

And here’s Raquel Rivera. 

CA: And have you ever turned your fears into fiction?  

RR: Oh yes. Yeah, for sure. I'm always -- if I'm not like weeping and frightened and 

freaked out by my drafts, there’s something wrong. Well, it's not that there's 

something wrong but it's that, you know, I won't do it. It's about working through 

something for myself and hopefully making it of interest to other people. That's 

part of the value of life instead of it just churning up. So yeah, like Tuk and the 

Whale -- that's a deep-seated fear of water, ocean water, and so it was fascinating 

for me to research Inuit people going in these kayaks with a whale. To me was like 

Oh my god! The book doesn't come across as like, it's not meant to terrify people, 

but for me. The same with my book Ophan Ahwak, you know, she's a little girl and 

she comes up against enemies. And this guy, he's a great big man and he's nasty, 

he's horrible, he's terrifying. But she meets him, she escapes him, and then she 

meets him again and this time she beats him, so that she is “ta da,” I can do it 

kind of concept. It's always that. 

 Yipee’s Gold Mountain was talking about a lot of things, culture and 

language and gender, but ultimately the underlying thing that I was working with 

was the end of my marriage. And sometimes Yipee was me and sometimes Yipee 

was my husband and sometimes the other character was me and sometimes the 

other character was my husband, but I was working through that relationship. So 

yeah.  

[music] 

 



Austen – Cabin Tales Episode 3.5 Transcript 

 12 

[19:45] Wendy McLeod MacKnight on giving characters her phobias 

Here’s Wendy McLeod MacKnight. 

CA: Have you ever turned your own fears into fiction?  

WMM: For sure. My characters are afraid of heights. They don't like spiders. I 

haven't put them in a situation where there are sharks but I'm sure that that's 

coming. You know, I live on the east coast of Canada and I have a swimming pool 

because I will only swim in freshwater and and pools. But no, I like to give my 

characters the same phobias because it's a lot easier to write them, because it 

feels very real and scary to me, too. I once left a character trapped in a hayloft for 

two weeks. I couldn't figure out how to get him down. It was a very painful time 

for me. 

[music] 

 

[20:35] Cary Fagan on using fear directly and indirectly 

And here’s Cary Fagan. 

CA: Have you ever turned your fears into fiction? 

CF: All the time. All the time. Even in performing, because performing is both 

something that intrigues me and something I'm afraid of. And so I've sometimes 

forced some of my own characters to perform, which is something they want to 

do but are too afraid to do. That's something that happens, for example, I have a 

book called The Banjo of Destiny, which is about a boy wants to play the banjo. 

And at some point he's going to play it in, again, on a kind of stage during a school 

assembly. And he just… he doesn't. It's too scary and he doesn't go up. And that is 

something I could really identify with. 

In terms of larger fears, I think much more indirectly. I mean, you know, a 
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story about a boy who’s kidnapped. Or a story about a boy, Danny, who Fell in a 

Hole, about a boy who gets angry at his parents and falls into a hole and can't get 

out. I don't really know in what way these are about my real fears of solitude and 

separation and of growing up and having to make decisions on your own and 

survive on your own in adverse situations. But kids having to learn to survive on 

their own, I think, is in some way a part of some of my stories.  

[music] 

 

[22:05] Ishta Mercurio on needing distance from fear 

But here’s Istha Mercurio with a different slant about using her fears in fiction. 

CA: Have you ever turned your fears into fiction? 

IM: No, I haven't. And I think it's because I – and this is the weird thing. I love 

reading other people’s spooky stories. But I think it's because writing for me, I 

need distance in order to be able to see the subject clearly. And if I'm still afraid of 

it, I can't get the distance that I need in order to tell a story well. I feel like I would 

probably be really good at writing about other people's fears. And in some ways, 

a couple of my stories are about things that I think, you know, maybe paralyze 

other people or other people's fears. Or like taking that idea that my son was 

playing with, you know, so many years ago when he said, you know, When will it 

be the end of days? Like that's never really been something that I care about, that 

I concern myself with, but it's something that was very important to him. And so 

other people’s fears and concerns that they’ve brought to me? Yes. But my own? 

No. And I think it's because they’re too close to me, they’re too present for me, 

and I can't climb out of them enough to see them clearly enough to write. Yeah. 

[music] 
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[23:20] Tapping into fear and other emotions to inspire stories 

We’re all well acquainted with fear on many levels. Some of us have feared for 

our physical safety. Most of us have felt anxiety in some social situations. A few of 

us dwell in fear. And as my guests suggest, this is fertile ground for fiction. Fear of 

being a bad friend, fear of never getting what you want, fear of being wrong, fear 

of being unloved – these common fears can shatter a person. But if you can 

transform a fear into fiction, you take a little more hold of it and it has a little less 

hold on you. 

 

Fear is an intense emotion. If you’re looking for story ideas, your emotions are the 

best guide. Whatever you feel strongly about is where your story lies. This doesn’t 

have to be fear. It can be love — what would you fight for? It can be joy – what 

cracks you up? It can be a keen sense of justice and injustice – what outrages 

you?  

 

[24:20] Quotes from S.E. Hinton and from Peter Sears’ student handbook 

When S.E. Hinton was asked where she got the idea for The Outsiders, which she 

began to write at age 15, she said:  

“One day a friend of mine was walking home from school and these ‘nice’ kids 

jumped out of a car and beat him up because they didn’t like his being a greaser. 

This made me mad. And I just went home and started pounding out a story about 

this boy who was beaten up while he was walking home from the movies—the 

beginning of The Outsiders. It was just something to let off steam. I didn’t have 

any grand design. I just sat down and started writing it.” 
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Do as she did and just begin. Write about something you care about. Follow your 

feelings into a story. What emotion is so big inside you that you need to write a 

story to give it a place to dwell?  

 In the poetry writing handbook, Gonna Bake me a Rainbow Poem by Peter 

Sears, he quotes one of his students who says she writes “when a feeling is too 

strong for me to handle inside myself.” I love this. It reminds me of Dumbledore’s 

idea wand that allows him to take some ideas out of his mind and put them in a 

special place—I can’t remember what it’s called—and consider them and examine 

them there. Stories allow you to take your feelings out that way and consider 

them and all they might mean through a work of fiction. 

 

[25:40] Interviews about journals 

Most writers have a lot of ideas in their heads and they don’t have one of those 

magical containers like Dumbledore. And that’s why most writers keep some kind 

of journal. Here’s Wendy McLeod MacKnight. 

[music] 

 

[25:55] Wendy McLeod MacKnight’s embarrassing journals 

CA: Do you keep a journal? 

WMM: I do. I do. And I hope that my daughter someday will burn them. I have 

kept a journal, honestly, since I was probably 5 years old. I have them all. I didn't 

realize until I went back to read how obsessed I was about my marks and about, 

you know, friendships. Actually, it’s a really good reminder of that kind of 

challenge. And then, yeah, I was writing about everything. And poetry! Oh my 
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gosh. Nobody is ever going to see that poetry. But yeah, I think it's a really great 

way to get things out. I'm not faithful, like I'm not like some people who do their 

morning pages or that they write every morning or every night. Sometimes I just 

feel the need and I have to do it. I often find myself writing like that more when 

I'm starting a book, and then towards the end or when I get stuck in stories. And I 

always get stuck at least once or twice. But I do find that it's nice to get all that 

peripheral noise in your head, to get it out and to think about it.  

I always have an idea book. I have to tease an idea myself. And this is one 

of the things that I tell kids to do a lot, which is think of your idea and then think 

of an interesting person or situation to put that idea into. Then it becomes more 

interesting. You know, if you've got a story that you want to tell, you really have 

to start to think about what would be an interesting situation or an interesting 

person and then try to combine them. 

[music] 

 

[27:35] Robin Stevenson on the need to write ideas down 

Robin Stevenson also keeps a journal. 

RS: Yeah, I always have a journal on the go. So not a personal journal, but I have a 

notebook that I carry around and write ideas down in and will often sort of, first 

drafts of scenes, scraps of dialogue, I'll initially write down in my notebook before 

they make their way onto my computer. I mean, I don't think there's any one right 

way to do it. I like to jot things down in journals, but I do tend to—I’m not 

necessarily organized about it. You know, I don't necessarily remember to go back 

and find the things that I've jotted down. So organization is probably a good idea. 

My teenager is much more organized than I am in terms of both his computer 
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files on his phone. And so I probably could do better as far as organization goes.  

But in terms of getting ideas, I think just having some way to record them 

when they come to you is a good idea. And whether that's on your phone, in a 

notebook, I don't think really matters. But just, you know, often those ideas are 

kind of fleeting. You'll have a little glimpse of something and it's not fully formed. 

But if you can kind of catch it and write it down and let it percolate and revisit it 

and come back to it, you know, it may grow into something else. So yeah, just 

finding some way to capture those ideas as they come to you. 

[music] 

 

[28:55] Raquel Rivera on writing, drawing, and designing ideas 

Raquel Rivera keeps a journal and sketchbook. 

CA: Do you keep a journal?  

RR: Yes, it’s a journal and sketchbook. And I find that sometimes I have to do 

sketches and sometimes I have to write. And recently, since actually this whole 

pandemic thing, I've become more and more like I'm making codes for myself, 

like, so it becomes almost like design. So I'll be writing this way versus that way 

with everything in the square being this and drawing. Yeah. Very much. Journal, 

sketchbook works. Another thing that I like to do is cut stuff out. Sometimes I'll 

keep a file of like clippings and stuff like that, just images, anything. Me, I'm very 

paper-based, but kids today, they may have things on their computer. And then 

you could just have various different folders. I know my daughter, for example, 

she has stuff on Instagram. I'll see this page of different images. Even me as a 

writer, I’ll collect visual stuff. For example, when I had to write about storms, like 

a tropical storm and stuff. So I'll be online so that I can describe what I see. And 
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grab your images, your videos. And anything that you read, write down the 

quotes, if anyone's been particularly clever and it says something that sort of 

speaks to your heart. Like I write it down because it's just tremendously satisfying. 

[music] 

 

[30:25] Ishta Mercurio’s many kinds of journal 

Ishta Mercurio keeps many journals. 

CA: Do you keep a journal?  

IM: I do. I'm really bad at writing in it. I've had the same journal, I think, for 20 

years. I mean, I keep several journals. I keep a dream-journal. I keep a journal-

journal. I keep a book-journal where, as I'm reading a book, I might jot down 

thoughts that come to me as I'm reading. And then I have a different book journal 

which is like, after I've finished a book, I just write a quick page that's just my own 

quick response to the book in its entirety. So that's probably why I'm so bad at 

writing in my journal-journal, because I have so many other journals going on. But 

yes, I do. I do have a journal. 

CA: And do you have any recommendations to young writers for getting, keeping, 

or organizing ideas? 

IM: Do it better than me. You can organize your ideas any way you want, right? 

Like, sometimes the setting comes to you first. You just have this really clear 

picture of where the story takes place. Sometimes the character is what comes to 

you first. So you can organize your ideas that way. Like, in your shoe box, you can 

have index cards of ideas that start with character. And just on an index card, just 

put whatever you know about that person and what you think their story might 

be. Whatever you've got at that beginning, whatever that seed contains, write it 
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out on the index card and, you know, file it. Maybe sometimes the plot comes to 

you first. Or sometimes it's the end that comes to you first, where you're like, “I 

want to tell a story and this is going to be the last line of the story, and this is 

what I have.” You know, it's always different. I feel like no two books start the 

same way. But that might be a good system—that I have not actually started 

doing. What I have is I have a book, and I'll jot it down in the book or, you know, 

my phone and I'll say it into my phone. And then I get home and I've got this book 

and every page is different and it's all just kind of a mess of ideas and stuff, and t's 

kind of a tangle and it's a lot to sift through and sort through. But yeah, if you 

wanted to organize them, I would say do that. Once you get home, transcribe 

your idea onto an index card and file it in a box. That's probably that's probably 

smart. 

CA: [laughing] Yeah, I don't do that either. 

[music] 

 

[32:55] Cary Fagan’s journal is called a notebook. 

And Cary Fagan keeps something that he doesn’t like to call a journal. 

CF: I don't call it a journal; I call it a notebook. I have kept journals a long time ago 

in my past, and I have kept journals sometimes while traveling, but I actually 

dislike journaling as people think of it, as writing about the daily events and how 

you feel. So, my journal is actually, it's basically full of ideas for picture books. You 

know, so I mostly use it to write about work. I mostly use it to put down story 

ideas or think about what I'm writing or think about why work isn't going well. 

Sometimes I'll start writing a line in it and I'll end up filling the rest of it with the 

first draft of something. So I don't. I don’t really journal in the classic sense.  
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CA: Right. But a writer’s journal, sort of. It sounds like a writer’s journal. 

CF: Yeah, I guess so. I just think of it more of a working notebook. 

CA: We’ll call it a notebook. 

CF: It’s very important to call it a notebook. It doesn't have a lock and key so. I had 

one of those when I was a kid. 

CA: And do you have any recommendations to young writers for either getting 

ideas or keeping or organizing ideas? 

CF: Write a story that you would like to read. So you know, if you love hockey 

stories and you like to play hockey, write a hockey story. If you’re into science 

fiction or wish you owned a horse…  I mean, one of the wonderful things about 

writing, I think, is it's a way of thinking about reality but it's also a way of escaping 

reality. And I think probably for every writer it is that very much as well. And so, 

there's lots of things my characters do in the books that I wish I could do and can't 

do. So, you know, write about a kid who gets to own a horse if you live in an 

apartment and wish you had a horse. Let your fantasies turn into stories. 

The other thing is don't try to write -- you know, a lot of kids, they want to 

write a novel right off. And a novel is a big thing to do and, you know, it can be 

hard to sustain something that you have to write something every day. So why 

don't you try something shorter? Why don't you try writing a poem? Why don’t 

you try writing a two- or three-page story? Maybe write more than one story 

about the same character and maybe it’ll become a novel. But I think it's good to 

have modest ambitions and actually achieve them than some grand ambition to 

write an 800-page science fiction fantasy novel that is really hard to accomplish 

for a young person. 

[music] 
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[35:45] Things to do in journals 

A journal can be a place you write ideas and draft scenes, where you can jot down 

notes about places and people from real life, and the sensory details that will 

come in so handy when you write it into a story. It can be a place where you work 

out your thoughts and feelings that might inform a story, or where you grow a 

story idea into a full story by fleshing it out with characters, setting, plot. 

  But not everyone creative keeps a journal. In his essay, “In Search of the 

Addle-pated Platypus” by children’s poet Jack Prelutsky, he says, “I once heard 

that Albert Einstein was asked why he didn’t keep a notebook for his ideas and he 

said, ‘Well, I only had one idea.’” 

[music] 

 

[36:30] Find inspiration by reading 

Many writers, like Ishta Mercurio, keep a reading journal – a notebook they jot 

down ideas in as they read other books and stories.  

I’ve never met a writer who didn’t love to read. There’s nothing that 

inspires stories so well as stories. 

In 1900, Joshua Slocum wrote Sailing Alone Around the World, his memoir 

of single-handedly circumnavigating the globe. Arthur Ransome read the story, 

and many other sailing stories, and they inspired him to write Swallows and 

Amazons in 1930, a novel about children who sail on a dinghy, and that became a 

series of 12 adventure novels. Kit Pearson loved those books, and she imagined 

new adventures based on those characters and she turned them into her own 

characters in her book, The Sky is Falling. 



Austen – Cabin Tales Episode 3.5 Transcript 

 22 

 Reading inspires reading. It’s perfectly okay to take an inspiration for your 

story from another story. 

 In the amazing novel, Notes from Underground, Dostoevsky’s narrator says, 

“Only if I could become an insect…” This line inspired Franz Kafka to write his 

ground-breaking story, “Metamorphosis,” in which the narrator transforms into 

an insect. And when Gabriel Garcia Marquez read that, he said: “I didn’t know 

anyone was allowed to write things like that. If I had known, I would have started 

writing a long time ago.” 

 So if you want to write, get reading. There are books out there that will 

blow your mind, that will inspire new stories and new types of stories inside you.  

 Marcel Proust famously said that books should not be the repository of 

ideas but the instigator. Let what you read be the launching pad for your own 

thoughts, be they fictional or non. Let stories inspire you. Read.  

 And just as importantly, write. Don’t wait for a good idea before you begin. 

You will learn craft and technique as you write. Give up the idea of “preparing to 

write” and just write, as you would do in any other creative field. No one thinks a 

visual artist should study drawing without drawing. No one suggests that a dancer 

should just watch dancing for a couple of years before you try it yourself. No. It’s 

the same with writing. You will learn the craft by writing. And also reading and 

study. But you can’t leave out the writing.  

[music] 

 

[39:05] Start with a prompt 

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

idea – a memory of a family dinner, a conversation overheard while hiding behind 
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a tree at night, a personal issue you’re struggling with, a dream or a nightmare 

that haunts you. 

If you have no ideas at all, then use a prompt. Open a book at random and 

pick out a sentence – perhaps it’s, “Sarah had always a pony.” That’s the first 

sentence of your next story. Now write a second, and a third.  

 If you have no book nearby, pick up whatever is at hand – a toy dragon, a 

pencil with the eraser chewed off, a photograph of a baby in a car seat, a 

threadbare carpet beneath your feet – and put that object in the opening scene of 

your story. Feel free to use the story prompt from last week’s episode, “The 

Object Study.” Or make up an object study of your own. Stories really are all 

around us. Find the most interesting object in your field of vision right now and 

ask it to tell you its story.  

[music] 

 

[40:10] Thanks and coming up on the podcast 

I want to thank my guests from today’s episode of Cabin Tales. It has been so 

much fun doing the interviews, and it’s very hard to pick out just a few minutes 

from each to fit the podcast format. Fortunately, you’ll hear from this week’s and 

last week’s authors again over the next two weeks, on episodes 4 and 4.5, when 

we talk about plotting. And I’ll post full interviews with each individual author this 

winter. 

Next week, we’re back to a “telling tales” format, in an episode full of 

stories, excerpts, and prompts, plus a few interviews, all on the subject of 

plotting. That’s next week on Episode 4 of Cabin Tales: “Bad Things Happen.” 

You’ll hear a second story from Savannah, my fictional storyteller with literary 
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flair. She told the very first cabin tale in Episode 1. And next week she’s back, and 

she’s been plotting, and some very bad things are going to happen in her story. 

Keep in mind that, at the end of October, I’ll podcast a special episode of 

spooky student stories. So if you are a young writer – or you can write like one – 

and you have a tale of your own to share—something a young teen might tell 

around a campfire—send it to me through the contact form on the website at 

CabinTales.ca. And maybe I’ll read it on the show on October 30th. 

 You’ll find a full transcript of today’s episode on the website at 

CabinTales.ca, and you’ll also find more information on the all the wonderful 

guest authors featured today: Cary Fagan, Wendy McLeod MacKnight, Raquel 

Rivera, Ishta Mercurio, and Robin Stevenson. 

 I hope you enjoyed today’s show. If you did, subscribe to the podcast on 

iTunes, Spotify, Google Podcasts, Podbean, I Heart Radio, or wherever you like to 

stream your entertainment.  

 Until next week, keep an eye out for the spooky stories all around you. 

 I’m Catherine Austen. Thanks for listening.  

[crickets] 


