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[0:00] Introduction: 

[crickets; music] 

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

Begin in the Darkness. I’m Catherine Austen. And my guests today are great 

Canadian writers Karen Bass, Kate Inglis, and Chris Jones. Today we’ll be talking 

about beginnings. You’ll hear a story that begins with the appearance of a dog. 

You’ll hear riveting first lines from Charlotte’s Web, Feed, The Ritual, and The 

Chocolate War. You’ll hear advice on how to begin a story by introducing yourself 

to your reader, with excerpts from David Copperfield and The Catcher in the Rye.  

And you’ll hear advice on not being too demanding in a first line so long as you 

have a good first chapter. You’ll hear how my guest authors begin their stories, 

and their recommendations to young writers who want to create good 

beginnings. And finally, you’ll hear a story prompt that you can write your own 

beginning for. That’s all on Episode Six of Cabin Tales: Begin in the Darkness. So 

listen in. 

[crickets] 

 

[1:15] Story Intro 

Have you ever heard of a heroic dog? We’ve all heard those heartwarming stories. 

They’re usually collies or shepherds or retrievers who save someone or run for 

help. If a Labrador Retriever showed up on your porch barking, you’d think, “This 

dog is trying to tell me something.” You would never think, “This dog is trying to 
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lure me to my death.” But dogs are smart, and dogs are pack animals, and not all 

dogs are man’s best friend.  

 

[1:45] PG warning: 

Build a campfire in your mind. Seat some young people around it. They’re all 

taking turns telling stories. Next up is Manny. You’ve met him before. He tells 

tongue-in-cheek tales that play with horror tropes and tend toward the 

grotesque.  

I must remind you that this podcast is rated PG, so if you want to share it 

with very young listeners, please download the “fright-free” versions of episodes 

available on the website at CabinTales.ca. Nothing’s going to hurt you in the 

fright-free version. But something wants to hurt you very badly right here, in 

Manny’s story.  

Pull up a chair around the campfire and listen in to… “The Barking Dog.” 

[crickets] 

 

[2:35] “The Barking Dog” by Manny  

Two brothers named Maddox and Tuesday were staying in a cabin on a lake with 

their parents. They’d been there five days and they were bored out of their skulls. 

Their parents were making lunch in the kitchen, and the kids were sitting on the 

couch complaining about the lack of WiFi, when a dog showed up on the porch, 

barking. Ruff, ruff, ruff. The boys rushed outside. 

The dog was a black Labrador retriever with no collar. Maddox tried to pet 
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it, but it backed away and barked. [barking] 

“It’s trying to tell us something,” Tuesday said. 

“Maybe there’s a cabin on fire,” Maddox suggested. “Or someone 

drowning needs our help.” 

“We could be rescue heroes!” Tuesday shouted. 

The dog jumped off the porch and headed down the driveway. It turned 

around once to bark at the kids. [barking] 

“Mom! Dad! We’re going to help a lost dog!” Tuesday shouted. 

“What kind of dog?” their mom yelled. “It better not be a Rottweiler or a 

Dobermann. Those dogs are creepy.” 

“It’s a black Lab,” Maddox said. 

“Well, what are you waiting for?” their dad said. “You boys go help that Lab 

find its home. Just come back in time for lunch.” 

 So Maddox and Tuesday followed the dog down the driveway, then down 

the dirt road that ran beside the lake, then along a path that crossed through the 

woods, farther and farther away from their cabin, until they came to an enormous 

meadow. The dog crossed the meadow and disappeared into a thick patch of 

cedars.  

“Whatever this dog’s emergency is,” Tuesday said, “we’re going to arrive 
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too late to help.” 

Maddox agreed. “I’m hungry. We should head back.” 

They turned around and were surprised to see not one but three trails 

leading back through the woods. “I think we came from the left,” Maddox said.  

“I think we came from the right,” Tuesday said.  

The middle path had a red trail marker tied to a pine tree.  

They trudged down the middle trail through the thick woods. “I don’t 

remember this boulder,” Tuesday said.  

“I thought the trail crossed a stream,” Maddox added.  

Neither of them recognized a thing. But they kept going, thinking they’d 

eventually get to the road. They grew hungrier and more worried with every step.  

“I hope this trail doesn’t lead to a cabin full of cannibals,” Tuesday said. 

“That would be so cliché,” Maddox agreed. “I’d rather die in a more original 

manner.” 

“I’d rather not die at all.”  

The trail did not lead to a creepy cabin. It led to a lake. The lake was pale 

blue and the sand along the shore was orange. “This isn’t our lake,” Maddox said. 

“I’ve never seen sand this colour before.”  

Tuesday kicked the sand with the toe of his sneaker. Tiny flecks of orange 
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and gold flew through the air. “It must be some kind of crushed shell,” he 

suggested. “Why did we ever follow that stupid dog?” 

Maddox nodded. “Let’s go for a swim. We’ll feel better once we cool off. 

Then we can find our way back for lunch.” 

The kids waded into the blue lake and dove underwater. They didn’t swim 

long, just enough to cool off. “That was refreshing,” Tuesday said as he picked up 

his shirt and hat. “Hmm. I think I’m getting a sunburn.” He brushed the bright skin 

of his shoulder. A thin layer of orange slime came off on his hand. “Ew!” he 

squealed. He used his shirt to rub off the orange goo from every inch of his skin. 

“Get out of the lake!” he called to his brother. “There’s some kind of oil slick in 

there.” 

Maddox rushed out of the lake. He wasn’t watching his footing, and he 

stepped on a clam shell that sliced the arch of his foot. He screamed and swore 

and limped across the sand on his heel. He sat down to examine the cut. Blood 

dripped from it onto the sand, which soaked it up and began to stir.  

Maddox held up his foot for his brother’s inspection. “It’s really deep,” 

Tuesday said. “Clamshells are lethal. Did you know that some native tribes used to 

peel a prisoner’s skin off with a clam shell?” 

“Gross. How am I supposed to walk home like this?” Maddox stared at his 
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foot. “I’ve already got sand in it. It stings. Seriously, it feels like it’s on fire.” 

“You should wrap it up to keep it clean,” Tuesday said. And he offered his 

brother his sunhat.  

Maddox slipped his bloody foot into the bowl of the hat and tied the chin 

strap tight around it. “I can’t believe how much it hurts. It feels like my foot is 

being boiled alive.”  

“Does the sand look more orange to you?” Tuesday asked. 

Maddox hobbled toward the woods. “It feels like I stepped on a meat 

grinder.” 

“The sand looks a lot more orange to me,” Tuesday said.  

“I don’t think I can walk on this,” Maddox said. “I’ve got to clean the sand 

out of the wound or I’ll never make it home.” He sat down and unwrapped his 

foot.  

Maddox gasped. Tuesday gasped. The whole week would have gasped if 

they’d been there.  

Maddox’s foot wasn’t just cut anymore. It was torn, gouged, eaten alive by 

a dozen orange leeches. The leeches were growing, pulsing and thriving, with 

every bite of Maddox’s foot. And they weren’t ordinary gross blood-sucking 

leeches, either. These were fanged, ancient flesh-eating leeches that couldn’t be 
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pulled off without taking a chunk of meat with them. “I can feel them burrowing 

into my foot!” Maddox shrieked. “Get them out! Get them out!” 

Tuesday used his dirty T-shirt to clean Maddox’s foot, but that just added 

more baby leeches to the wound. Every orange fleck on the sand and every 

orange slime-speck in the lake was a dormant leech waiting for blood. And they 

found it in Maddox’s foot.  

Maddox swiped at the leeches with his hand and knocked off a few that 

hadn’t dug in deep, but others just burrowed into his skin, into his muscle, out of 

reach. Tuesday pulled one out by the tail and it took a huge chunk of foot-flesh 

with it. Maddox screamed in pain, “Stop it! Stop!” 

“I’ve heard of these,” Tuesday said, holding up the leech for close 

examination of its bloodthirsty fangs. “They’re flesh-worms. They’ll burrow all the 

way through your feet, up your legs and through your guts, into every limb of 

your body, where they’ll grow and multiply and eat you from the inside out.” 

“Why haven’t I heard of them?” Maddox asked. He watched a lot of TV and 

YouTube videos, and you’d think at least one show would have mentioned flesh-

worms.  

“They’re supposed to be an urban myth,” Tuesday said. “Like creepy cabins 

full of cannibals and Labrador retrievers who show up barking on your porch 
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asking for help in a rescue emergency.” 

“Help me get out of here,” Maddox said as he struggled onto his good foot. 

He leaned against his brother’s arm, standing on one leg with the other bent. 

“Maybe if we can get to a hospital, they can cure me before I’m all eaten.” He 

glanced at his foot. It was getting pulpy. “Or at least they can put me out of my 

misery.” 

“Ruff, ruff, ruff!” The Labrador retriever stepped out of the trees. 

“The dog will rescue me!” Maddox shouted. “Show us the way home!” he 

commanded. 

The retriever ran into the woods. “What a good dog!” Tuesday cried. He 

helped his brother hobble back the way they’d come, following the sound of 

barking. [barking] 

“He’s getting too far ahead,” Maddox said. “I can’t see him anymore.” 

“We’ll just follow the path,” Tuesday told him.  

“Go get our parents!” Maddox shouted at the dog. “Bark on the porch and 

lead them here!” 

Soon they couldn’t even hear the barking. The brothers limped through the 

woods in silence. “How’s your foot?” Tuesday asked.  

“I don’t think we can really call it a foot anymore,” Maddox said.  
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The boys stepped out into the quiet sunshine of the meadow. “So we take 

the path on the left this time,” Maddox said. 

“I think it’s the path on the right,” Tuesday said. 

Ruff, ruff. Barking erupted from the thick patch of cedars across the 

meadow.  

“The dog will show us the way!” Maddox cried joyfully. 

The Labrador retriever stepped into view in the distance, his black fur 

gleaming in the sun. Out of the trees beside him stepped a pair of creepy old 

cannibals from a cabin in the woods. They stared at the kids across the meadow 

with smiles on their faces and knives and forks in their hands. 

“That dirty dog!” Maddox cried.  

“Run!” Tuesday screamed. Maddox pulled left and Tuesday pulled right and 

the brothers lost hold of each other. Maddox tumbled onto the grass.  

“Are you going to tell me to save myself, like people do in movies?” 

Tuesday asked.  

“No way!” Maddox shrieked. He clawed at his brother’s leg and hauled 

himself to his feet. “Don’t leave me here!” 

But Tuesday had never been much of a rescue hero. “Your foot will slow us 

down, bro. And those creepy cannibals aren’t as old as they look.” 
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Maddox glanced across the meadow just as the old man kicked into a run, 

knives and forks pumping. The old lady followed fast, slicing the air with a cleaver. 

The black Lab trotted at her heels, barking joyfully at the start of the hunt. 

[barking] 

“I’ll go get help!” Tuesday shouted as he bolted down the trail on the right, 

back to the road that would take him to their parents.  

As for Maddox, in between the leeches and the cannibals, he didn’t have 

much hope. He hopped down the path on the left as best he could, knowing that 

it was his destiny to be eaten alive.  

[crickets] 

And that’s today’s cabin tale. Thank you, Manny.  

[applause] 

 

[12:20] Opening Stories you tell vs. write 

Manny is telling a story around a campfire, and stories told like that often begin 

like conversations, where the storyteller introduces the listener to the story. They 

begin with “Once upon a time.” But if you’re writing a story, you don’t have to 

lead the reader into your story. You can plunk them right in the middle of it. 

 You’ll often hear advice to grip your reader from the very first sentence of 

your story. And that’s another difference between a campfire tale and a written 

story. A listener doesn’t hear the first few lines, then say, ‘You know what? I’m 

actually going to go to that other campfire and check out that story.’ No, a 
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listener is probably going to politely listen to the end. But a reader has a thousand 

other books to choose from. So, if your beginning doesn’t grab them, they might 

try another.  

 And that’s why most advice on how to begin a story will tell you to plant a 

question in the reader’s mind. 

 Here are some gripping first lines that plant questions.  

[music] 

 

[13:25] Excerpt from Charlotte’s Web by E.B. White  

“‘Where’s Papa going with that ax?’ said Fern to her mother as they were setting 

the table for breakfast.” 

 Not a lot of books begin with dialogue, and not a lot of authors will advise 

you to begin with dialogue, and yet many people will cite this line of dialogue, the 

opening line of Charlotte’s Web by E.B. White, as one of the best first lines in 

children’s fiction. And that’s because it plants an intriguing question. It makes you 

know that something is about to happen and this girl, Fern, is probably going to 

stop it.  

[music] 

 

[14:05] Excerpt from Feed by M.T. Anderson  

If you are writing a historical story, or a fantasy, or science fiction, a first line that 

suggests the world of the story is not the world of the reader – as this one does – is 

a great way to draw the reader in and make them want to know more. 

Here’s another good first line, this one from the young adult novel Feed by 

M.T. Anderson.  
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We went to the moon to have fun, but the moon turned out to completely suck. 

This line makes you want to know more about that world and those characters who 

so casually talk about going to the moon.  

[music] 

 

[14:40] Excerpt from The Ritual by Adam Nevill 

Here is another good first line. This is from the opening of The Ritual by Adam 

Nevill.  

And on the second day things did not get better. 

The Ritual is a very scary horror novel. And this opening begins in media 

res, which is Latin for “in the middle of things.”  

You don’t have to begin in media res. But many books do, and that type of 

opening often works very well to intrigue the reader. Mystery novels that open 

with the discovery of the crime always begin in media res.  

[music] 

 

[15:35] Excerpt from The Chocolate War by Robert Cormier  

And finally, here’s the first line of The Chocolate War by Robert Cormier.  

They murdered him. 

That is a gripping first line, for sure. You want to read more. But when you do, you 

find out this scene is a ballgame and no one is really being murdered, and you 

might feel like this was a bit of a cheat, a sort of bait-and-switch. You could argue, 

though, that it’s not a cheat, because the whole book is hyperbolic, right from its 

title, The Chocolate War, and that’s why it captures youth so well. The Chocolate 

War is a classic of YA fiction. It’s from the 70s and everything from the 70s is 
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kind of weird. But it’s a classic. And the 80s movie features Yaz in the soundtrack. 

Can’t go wrong there.  

[music] 

 

[16:25] Copy the technique: Opening Lines 

So here’s an exercise for you to do: Write three first lines.  

First, try to open with dialogue, like Charlotte’s Web. And not “‘What’s for 

breakfast?’ Jane said.” but “‘Where did Mickey dump the kid?’” Nickie Nine-

Fingers asked.” or “‘Why do you have my picture on your screen saver?’ the nanny 

asked Daddy.” Because nobody cares what’s for breakfast, but we all want to know 

those other two answers. So choose a first line of dialogue that plants questions 

about the characters as well as the plot. 

Next, try a first line that begins in media res, like The Ritual. Maybe not, “I 

was half an hour into the dog walk when my sneaker came untied.” But something 

a little more exciting, like “It wasn’t until his trick-or-treat sack was full that 

Nickie began to smell what was in the bottom of it.” Okay, I want to know more. 

What is in the candy bag. And which neighbour put it there. And why.  

Then finally, for a story set in another time or place, try a first line that 

suggests the unusual setting. Something like, “It was a bright cold day in April, and 

the clocks were striking thirteen.” That’s actually a super-famous first line from 

George Orwell’s 1984. See if you can top it. 

[music] 

 

[17:50] Open a story by introducing yourself  
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You can open your story by directly introducing yourself to your reader, just as 

you might open any conversation. Here’s how Charles Dickens opens his novel 

David Copperfield.  

Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life, or whether that station will 

be held by anybody else, these pages must show.  

 The same kind of opening is used in a somewhat newer classic, The Catcher 

in the Rye by J.D. Salinger.  

If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you’ll probably want to know is 

where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents 

were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of 

crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to know the truth. 

Lest you think that opening a story by introducing yourself to the reader is 

only a thing of the past, here is the opening of Mosquitoland by David Arnold. 

I am Mary Iris Malone, and I am not okay. 

[music] 

 

[18:45] Copy the technique: Introduce yourself 

And you can try this type of opening, too: Begin your story by directly addressing 

the reader, by acknowledging that they are about to read your story. Something 

like, “I’m a lot of things, but I’m not a liar, and the version of events I’m about to 

offer is the god’s honest truth, no matter what Genevieve says.” Now we all know 

that we’re going to get a story that has more than one version, and of course we 

never quite trust someone who swears they’re not lying.  
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It’s best to begin this way if you have a strong sense of your character. The 

reader must want to go on a journey with this narrator. So have your narrator 

begin the journey by saying hello and telling us a bit about themself. 

[music] 

 

[19:30] Open a story by making us care  

I don’t tend to remember first lines. But I do remember first chapters. One of my 

favourites is Elijah of Buxton by Christopher Paul Curtis. It begins like this: 

It was Sunday after church and all my chores were done. 

That’s not especially riveting. In fact, not that much happens in the first chapter. 

There is no crisis or intense action. It doesn’t even have that much to do with the 

rest of the book, which is dangerous and harrowing and moving. In the first 

chapter, you just get to know Elijah a little, and you care about him, so that you 

want to go on his journey and you’re invested in how it all turns out. 

If you can do that in your opening –make me enjoy spending time with your 

characters – I will go a long way with them. 

[music] 

 

[20:20] Copy the technique: Engage the reader 

So that’s an exercise you can try, too, if you’re not sure how to begin. Just give us 

a glimpse of your main character, what makes them unique and likeable. A scene 

of your heroine babysitting for the first time and changing a diaper. Maybe it only 

moves the plot forward by giving her spending money to buy the dress she wants 

for the prom, but if it makes us like her and laugh with her, we’ll follow her to the 

next scene.  
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[music] 

 

[20:50] Interviews 

I asked some other authors about their favourite first lines and how they begin 

their books. Here’s Karen Bass. She’s the award-winning author of 7 novels, 

including most recently The Hill and Two Times a Traitor. She joins us from 

Ontario. And here’s what she had to say about beginnings. 

[music] 
 
 

[21:10] Karen Bass on beginning with action 

CA: Do you have a favorite first line from fiction, either one of your own books or a book that 
you admire? 
KB: You know, I was trying to think about that and I was snooping through some of my books, 
and the one that I think that has sort of stuck with me—so I had to look it up—was Scorpion 
Rules by Erin Bow. And she says , “Once upon a time at the end of the world…” And I love that 
line because it immediately tells you this story is set in the future and it was just a very 
intriguing twist on the “Once upon a time.” So that one has kind of stuck with me. I don't think 
beginnings are necessarily my strong suit, so I don't know that they necessarily stick in my mind 
as much as maybe other parts of the story. 
CA: Is there a typical way that you open books? Do you open with setting the scene or with 
action or dialogue?  
KB: I don't usually start with dialogue. Setting the scene, for sure. And almost always in the 
middle of some kind of action, you know. With one book it was the guys getting together after 
school and messing around and running into some police. I think The Hill, which is the closest I 
come to writing horror, it was started with a plane crash, right? He wakes up after being 
knocked unconscious. It's usually what writers call in media res, right, sort of in the midst of 
things. 
CA: When you draft a book, do you tend to keep her change your beginnings that you draft?  
KB: Quite often I seem to write us a superfluous first chapter. Or a prologue. When I was first 
writing, I would write these prologues, you know, when I was trying to write fantasy. And the 
prologue almost always got cut. So quite often my first chapter disappears and the real story 
starts in chapter 2. [laughter] 

[music] 

 

[23:00] Kate Inglis on beginning with disorientation 
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My next guest is Kate Inglis. Kate joins us from Nova Scotia. She’s the author of 5 

books for readers of all ages, including Notes for the Everlost and her most recent 

picture book, A Great Big Night. You met Kate in episode 5.5 talking about 

building tension in the middles of books. And here she is talking about beginnings.  

[music] 

CA: Do you have a favorite first line, either from your own worker from a work that you admire?  
KI: I do have a first—it's just a first scenario. I don't remember the line in particular. But I 
recently read Neil Gaiman's The Graveyard Book. But it starts out with a man, I think with a 
knife, who is sort of stalking through the dark. And he enters the house and ends up murdering 
two people. But then you realize those people weren't really his target. His target was the baby 
in the crib. And so it's this really short book that begins with this moment of really sort of classic 
tension, where you have this sort of shadowy figure and the knife and innocent people that get 
cut down, and then this baby that miraculously ends up sort of bumping down the stairs and 
out into the night, unaware that he just escaped this terrible fate. And then the story begins at 
that point. So, I do always love a story that begins with a little bit of disorientation. 
CA: Do you begin your own work that way, pulling the reader in with an intense scene?  
KI: Yeah, I think I have kind of done it, or I've certainly tried to. My approach always seems to 
begin that way, is to not necessarily begin by explaining things but to just begin with sensation 
and intention. 
CA: And when you're drafting, do you tend to keep the beginnings that you draft? 
KI: I do, actually. I don't think I've ever not kept the beginning. I've done a whole lot to the rest 
of it. You know, I don't write linearly. I don't write starting on page one and then a straight line 
through to the last page. I sort of hop all over the place. 

[music] 

 

[25:05] Chris Jones on beginning with problems 

And my final guest today is Chris Jones. He’s created over 20 books for kids, as 

well as graphic novels and comics for all ages. You met Chris on Episode X: Special 

Episode, “Interviews with Illustrators,” when he spoke about developing 

characters and sustaining motivation. And here he is talking about beginnings. 

[music] 

CJ: I usually start where I'm most inspired. So if I want to draw something or I have a really good 
idea about some sort of situation, I'll start with, they're in the problem, or the pivotal scene 
where they’re in trouble, and I'll just work around that.  I get my best story ideas when I'm just 
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in the flow, doodling around, and then I'll make connections and I'll just do a bunch of different 
scenes, and then it will kind of just build around the starting point. I usually know the 
beginning. The endings are hard for me, so I just kind of build around and explore and explore. 
CA: You like that process of discovery. 
CJ: Yes, that's key for me. I mean, that's how I create everything. I just explore, and then as I'm 
exploring and drawing scenes and connecting scenes together, the bigger picture starts to take 
shape. And then I'll structure it out and then eventually I'll get somewhere, some good ideas on 
how to end it. But I just start with a really strong idea of something that I want to tell, and then 
I'll just kind of work around that. 
CA: How do you tend to open a story? Do you do you set a scene, or do you zoom in on a 
character? 
CJ: I usually start my ideas with the opening. Like I’ll think of a problem that a character’s in and 
I'll start with that. Like I'll set it up really quick and then they're right into the problem. So, 
that's pretty easy for me because my ideas generate around, okay, what kind of problem is this 
character in? And I go from there. And then the rest of it’s the hard part, like tying all the things 
together and getting the end. But yeah, for the beginning, I just think about what kind of 
interesting problem or situation do I want to write about? 

 

[27:05] Advice for young writers on how to begin 

I asked all my guests about their advice to young writers on how to begin a story. 

And I left it up to each guest how to interpret that question. Here’s what Chris 

Jones had to say. 

[music] 

 

[27:20] Chris Jones on beginning with emotion 

CA: Do you have any recommendations that you would make for young writers or illustrators on 
how to begin? You yourself start with that moment that excites you, which may not be the 
beginning of the story, right? 
CJ: Yeah, for me it centres around some strong emotion that I want to convey. I recently wrote 
a picture book about, it’s called Andy’s Song, and it's about this alligator who sings and then he 
loses his voice. So I wanted to tell a story about that fear of not being able to have your creative 
voice and trying to search for it. How would you solve that? So, I just focus on the situation or 
emotion that I want. Or even, coming from the illustrator side, a character or some animal that 
I want to draw. And then I’ll figure out what kind of problem they’re in, and then I'll build 
around that. So that's how I kind of approach my ideas: something I want to draw, or some 
emotion that I want to convey. I think one of the most important things is just to get your 
thoughts out there and get a first thing working, like looking at it. And you know, when you're 
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just starting out, it's more important to get something done and look at it and not worry so 
much about trying to make it perfect. 

[music] 

 

[28:35] Kate Inglis on hopping around a book 

And here’s Kate Inglis’s advice. 

CA: I had a question, do you have any advice for young readers on how to begin. And as well as 
suggesting they begin with planting questions in the reader's mind with a scene, you also said if 
they don't know how to begin, they don't have to begin at the beginning.  
KI: Oh gosh, no. No. I really don't think I ever have begun at the beginning. The way that I have 
described it as being a little bit like the building of a nation. So we think, when Canada was first 
settled there were outports. There were tiny little clusters of people. And then the outports 
grew to tiny little villages/ And then the villages grew to bigger towns. And all these kind of 
outposts eventually kind of get larger and larger, and encompass more and more people, more 
and more skills, more colour, more richness. And then eventually those borders start bleeding 
into each other. So then we might have a city. And then the cities might get organized into 
provinces, and then the provinces into regions, and then finally look we have the story of an 
entire nation that is kind of stitched together.  

That's how the writing has always come for me. For example, my latest novel, so I have 
these two characters just driving in this old car. That was my outpost. That was the first one, is 
them in the car. And then to kind of add a little more to that. And of course, the more you add, 
the more questions you have. And if you get stuck in one place, move. Go somewhere else in 
the story. You know, just follow how you're feeling. That will always serve you well, whether it 
makes it into the book or not. That, I think, would be the biggest thing that I would say that's 
really helped me, is to just stay fluid. Keep moving around. And don't get that paralysis. You can 
always cook something on another element that is going to layer in stuff that you need, 
whether it's plot, conversation, character. Yeah. So just keep moving around, and then 
eventually you've got all these pieces that, once you add enough to it, they will kind of all slot 
into place. 

[music] 

 

[30:50] Karen Bass on setting a tone 

And here’s Karen Bass. 

CA: Do you have any advice to young writers on how to begin? And either you can take that 
technically, as a technique to begin with, or simply how to bring yourself to the page. 
KB: If the story really catches me by the throat, I have no problem coming to the page. And I 
think, you know, young writers are very enthusiastic, and maybe they would have that same 
enthusiasm of jumping in and starting writing, writing, writing. And I think the opening, you just 
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have to make sure that it's kind of relevant to the story, I guess. And maybe sets the tone. 
Right? You don't want to have a comedy that starts with a really grim horrible death. You know, 
I think that you have to think about what kind of story you're writing and make sure that the 
opening fits the kind of story that you're writing. 
CA: When you are writing a book, do you follow the book chronologically? Like do you draft 
from beginning to end or do you jump around? 
KB: Well, I tend to write from beginning to end. But my daydreaming jumps all over the place. 
And I'll think about, ‘Oh, this is going to happen at this point and oh, that's going to be so fun to 
write that scene.’ But I try to make myself wait and anticipate and don't write it until I get 
there. And I’m too, maybe too rigid that way.  
CA: No, it seems to work. 

[music] 

 

[32:10] How my guests began to write and illustrate 

Speaking of beginnings, I asked today’s guests when they began to create stories. 

Here’s Kate Inglis.  

 

[32:25] Kate Inglis on getting her 10,000 hours early 

KI: What I always used to do, we always used to go sailing. And so we would sail out to 
McNabb’s Island and poke around at all the shipwrecks and jellyfish. So we were a sailing 
family. But — I love it now, but when I was younger, I didn't like when the boat was going fast. 
It was just all a bit intense for me and I didn’t like being up on deck. But I would always go 
downstairs with my box of crackers and my book. Then I would write and write and write and 
write. The thing that I remember the most is just my parents giving me all the empty pages, 
giving me all the paper and the staples, and saying to me, when I said, “I want to be a writer 
when I grow up,” and they said, “Okay, then here you go. Here's a blank book. You better get 
going. You know, you need to get that 10,000 hours under your belt.”  That idea that in order to 
develop even just a basic proficiency in something, you need 10,000 hours of practice. So I 
always tell kids in classes when I go, if you want to be a writer, and you're 14 or you're 18 or 
you’re 9, then get started. Because the 10,000 hours you put in now, they count. To the same 
10,000 hours someone might put in if they start writing when they're 50. Except when you start 
writing when you're 14, you have way more time, more books to write, because you started 
early. But get that 10,000 hours in and get going. And so, the fact that I had parents like that, 
that were very just really encouraging, throwing more boxes of crackers down to me in the 
cabin, that was a great thing. 

[music] 
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[34:05] Karen Bass on making a great late entrance  

And here’s Karen Bass.  

CA: Did you write as a kid? 
KB: You know, I didn't. Other than, you know, what you had to write for school. And I have to 
laugh because my high school English teacher told me, she said, “You should be a writer.” And I 
was like yeah, no. And then 20 years later, I gave her my first book with an inscription in that 
said, “You told me I should, and it only took me 20 years to realize you were right.” So yeah, I 
was a little bit slower coming to it. I was actually managing a library in northwest Alberta. And 
when you work in a library and you're a reader, your reading pile goes from, you know, a 
moderate size to really big. And I was finding that once in a while I would read a book that I 
would go, “I could write as good as that.” Because I'd been writing articles for my kids’ hockey 
teams for the newspaper, local paper, so isn't that the same thing? No. It's not. So, when friend 
suggested going to a writing group in Grand Prairie, which is a small city in the northwest, I said 
sure and I was hooked. 

[music] 

 

[35:20] Chris Jones on starting young and returning later 

And here’s Chris Jones. 

CJ: Yeah I remember when I was a kid, every holiday—like Thanksgiving, Halloween, 
Christmas—I'd sit down and just draw like tons of pictures based on the holiday. And just be 
inspired by that or try to create my own stories around that. Yeah, since I was like 7 or so, I 
guess. I grew up with a passion for drawing. I would always be sitting on my living room floor 
drawing, copying, you know, Mad Magazine, and drawing. And all through school, I'd be the 
one doodling in my notebooks in class instead of paying attention to the teacher. 
CA: So your family must not have been surprised at your career path.  
CJ: No. I feel like it took me awhile to get here, though, because I kind of got sidetracked around 
life and having a job. And I kind of lost my way for a while in the middle. I went to OCAD 
[Ontario College of Art and Design] and graduated OCAD. And then after that, I wasn't really 
sure where to, how to make a career in art. I wasn't, we didn't really get taught any of the 
business side of it. So I wasn't really sure. Like I still loved to create, but I didn't, you know, I just 
kind of fell into like a graphic design job. And I stuck with that for about 15 years. And it was 
kind of like a soul-sucking day job that I didn't really like. So. But I was always creating on the 
side. So, after 15 years, I'm like, I've had enough. I need to go out on my own. And I just made 
the leap. It took me awhile to come back around to my true self. It took me awhile to find 
myself truly. But that's just part of life. That's the journey, right? Like, I knew what I loved, but 
then I just kind of didn't go full into it, out of fear and not knowing how. And maybe I didn't 
have the right people around me to guide me. Or I just needed to go through stuff I didn't like 
to appreciate what I get to do. 

[music] 
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[37:20] Begin in the darkness  

So begin now, young writer. And begin any way that pleases you. We all begin in 

the darkness, and your story will shine a light in that darkness. So, just begin. 

[music] 

 

[43:35] Story Prompt: “Flowers in the Graveyard” 

Keep your eyes open as you walk around your town, and when you see someone 

do something odd, think, could this be the opening of a story? Who would tell this 

story? How would they begin? Immersed in an early scene? In the middle of the 

plot? When the story is over, swearing to you that they’re about to tell you the 

truth? 

Today I was walking my dog when I saw this girl, maybe 18 or so, cutting 

through the cemetery. I love to walk my dog in the cemetery because it’s not 

creepy in the daytime. It’s a very well-maintained cemetery, and huge, like a big 

city block. There are twenty different sections to it, old ones and new ones. And 

every road is lined with giant maple and elm trees and oak trees. And there are 

dozens and dozens of squirrels there. It’s very beautiful and peaceful.  

And I’m always touched by the tokens of love that the living leave for the 

dead. There are some graves that are not even that recent, but people still bring 

flowers to all the time. Sometimes planted, sometimes plastic, but some people 

bring bouquets of fresh-cut flowers. So I was quite shocked when this girl cut 

through the cemetery and on her way across, she stepped off the road onto the 

grass, and she walked right up to a headstone and she took the flowers that were 

resting against it. She didn’t replace them with fresher ones – she wasn’t visiting 
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the grave. She was stealing, from the dead. And I thought, there’s a story in that. 

And what if the story is that the dead person – it’s a horror story – the dead 

person is an evil spirit who demands fresh flowers every week. Maybe they’ve 

been terrorizing their daughter or their granddaughter for years, since they died. 

And now that this girl took the flowers, they are going to take revenge.  

And that’s your story prompt for today. You know what’s going to happen 

in the story: an evil spirit is going to get revenge. Write an opening line for it. How 

would you open this tale? With the discover that the flowers are gone? With the 

death of the evil spirit? With the culmination of his revenge? With a scene of the 

witness walking her dog, wondering what kind of person would steal from a 

grave?  

[music] 

 

[39:25] Scary Movie Quote 

Write your own beginning to the cemetery thief. Write a few. Try your beginnings 

out on a trusted listener, maybe a friend or a sibling. Ask them which beginning 

they like best. If you can't find anyone, else ask your mom. After all, as a famous 

Hollywood character once said, “A boy's best friend is his mother.” And if you 

know what scary movie that line is from, then you have seen it too many times, as 

have I. 

[music] 

 

[40:05] Thanks and coming up on the podcast 

If you need more help starting stories, tune in next week for Episode 6.5 of Cabin 

Tales, when I will talk with five more great Canadian authors about their 
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beginnings. That’s coming up next Friday. It’s a “talking tales” format – interviews 

only – with guest authors Frieda Wishinsky; Sarah Raughley; Don Cummer; David 

McArthur; and Wendy McLeod MacKnight. They’ll have great advice to share with 

young writers who want to create openings that draw their readers in. 

I want to thank today’s guests – Chris Jones, Kate Inglis, and Karen Bass.  

And that’s all for this week. I’m Catherine Austen. Thanks for listening.  

[crickets] 

 

 

 


