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[0:00] Introduction: 

[crickets] 

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

“Bad Things Happen.” I’m Catherine Austen. And my guests today are great 

Canadian writers Robin Stevenson, Wendy McLeod MacKnight, and Amelinda 

Bérubé. Today we’ll be talking about plotting. You’ll hear a spooky story about a 

girl left alone in a house when bad things happen. You’ll hear commentary on 

classic plot structure, with an excerpt from the picture book, Harold and the 

Purple Crayon. You’ll hear advice on turning tiny plots into entertaining fiction, 

with an excerpt from the short story, “The Band-Aid.” And you’ll hear advice for 

ambitious subplotters and backstory builders, with an excerpt from the young 

adult novel, Holes. You’ll hear how our guest authors do their plotting . Finally, 

you’ll hear a totally true story to prompt you into plotting your own tale. That’s all 

coming up on Episode Four of Cabin Tales: Bad Things Happen. So listen in.  

[crickets] 

 

[1:20] Story Intro 

Have you ever met someone who was so uncomfortable with other people that 

they wanted nothing more than to be left alone?  Well, today you’ll hear a story 

where such a person is left alone – or at least she thinks she is – and she does not 

like it one bit.  
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[1:35] Trigger warning: 

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

turns telling stories. It’s Savannah’s turn again. She’s a girl who likes to read books 

and fortunes. She told her first story in Episode 1, and today’s story is no less 

mature or disturbing than that one. I have to warn you, Savannah’s story opens 

with death and it just gets worse from there. Violence, terror, pets dying, people 

dying, mental illness, paranormal activity, prescription drug abuse, murder, 

suicide, stalking. Savannah likes to make bad things happen. So if you don’t want 

any of those things in your mind, skip ahead 10 minutes right now.  

This podcast is rated PG-13, 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. Everything is sunshine in the fright-free version. But 

something very dark is coming up here, right now, from Savannah.  

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

[crickets] 

 

[2:55] “The Critter Cam”  

Cameron’s parents died on her eighteenth birthday. They drowned in the 

backyard swimming pool after Cameron went to bed. They’d been drinking, and 

they dove off the side of the pool together and cracked their heads and drowned. 

Cameron was their only child. She’d had a sister once, when she was little, 

but the baby had died in her sleep. So Cameron was left all alone.  

Cameron was a small girl with a curved back and bitten fingernails, nervous 

and fidgety like a rabbit. She took medication for anxiety that dulled her mind. 

She’d been dead asleep when her parents met their death. A neighbor had found 
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them floating in the pool at 3 a.m.—Mr. Kelso, who never closed his blinds. He 

saw the light on the back deck and thought something might be wrong. And so it 

was. 

There was an investigation, and the police inquired about the possibility of 

suicide, but the final verdict was accidental death. 

Being eighteen, Cameron inherited the house and savings—a small pension 

and a big house on the outskirts of town. “You’ll be comfortable,” the lawyer said.  

But Cameron wasn’t comfortable. She’d never been comfortable in the 

world. And now – answering the phone, buying groceries, paying bills, feeding the 

fish, emptying the cat box—life felt like a burden. 

“She doesn’t have the capacity to live on her own,” her Aunt Jan whispered 

at the funeral reception. “I can’t believe they left everything to her.” 

Cameron felt more alone than ever. 

She was afraid in the house by herself. She jumped at every noise—even 

the cat’s soft footfalls woke her up. Everyone in town knew she was alone on the 

outskirts. Her parents’ deaths had been reported on the news, and the 

announcement said they’d left a young daughter behind.  

To get to sleep, she increased the dosage of her meds without asking her 

doctor. She didn’t want to take the bus into town for her appointment. She didn’t 

like the way strangers stared at her. She ordered her groceries online, too, but 

she wouldn’t open the door for the delivery boy. She recognized him from school: 

Brandon, a joker with a pack of friends who leered at girls. She watched through 

the curtains until he drove away.  

Everyone wanted inside her house! Aunt Jan called twice a day. Mr. Kelso 

peeked over from his balcony. The postman had packages that required a 
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signature. Why couldn’t they leave her alone? 

Cameron began to notice things, impossible things that made her wonder if 

her parents were truly gone. She bought a dozen apples on Friday and ate one 

before bed, but in the morning on Saturday, there were only ten apples left. She 

hung her dress in the closet on Saturday night and tucked away her shoes, but on 

Sunday morning her dress was on the floor and the shoes were in the hallway.  

There had always been rumors that the house was haunted. The floors 

groaned and the pipes sighed. Cameron thought someone might be living in the 

walls.  

Aunt Jan dropped by while Cameron was hammering through the drywall in 

the sitting room, searching for a secret compartment. “How did you get in?” 

Cameron screamed.  

“I have keys,” her aunt said. “What are you doing, dear? You’re unwell.” 

“You just want my money!” Cameron said, and she sent her aunt away.  

The next morning, a chunk of drywall lay on her pillow. 

She thought it might be her cat, Jacks, moving things around, so she put the 

cat outside at night. He wailed to be let in. 

The garbage piled up in the side yard and Mr. Kelso came over to complain. 

His dog followed him—a wiry boxer with black jowls and goopy eyes. Jacks was 

sleeping in a box on the porch when they arrived. The dog lunged at the old cat 

and caught him in its teeth. It happened so fast, neither Cameron nor Mr. Kelso 

could stop it. 

“I’m so sorry,” Mr. Kelso began – but Cameron shoved him off the porch, 

screaming. She carried the poor lifeless cat inside and sat at the table. The whole 

world pressed down on her.  
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Her fish rose to the surface of his bowl in hope of food. He was a Japanese 

fighting fish with a neon blue body and stunning red fins. “It’s just you and me 

left,” Cameron whispered. 

When Mr. Kelso returned that night with a gift basket, she didn’t answer 

the door. 

Her uncle left three messages. The pharmacy refused to deliver her 

prescription. Horrible things began to happen at night. Someone smashed a clay 

pot on the back deck. Someone smeared the word “Witch” on her shed door. 

Worst of all, someone threw her fish into the empty swimming pool. Cameron 

found him on the concrete among the shattered glass of his bowl. She climbed 

down beside him and wept.  

Mr. Kelso watched from his balcony. His dog barked angrily. 

Cameron ran inside. Through the living room window, she saw Brandon, 

the delivery boy, smoking a cigarette on her porch. A bag of cat food sat at his 

feet.  

“Get out of here!” she screamed. 

She called the police, but they were no help at all. “Get a security camera,” 

the man said over the phone. 

Cameron went to bed and pulled the covers over her head, like she used to 

do when she was a little girl. Someone was squeezing her world into a ball, tighter 

and tighter in their wicked fist, and there was no one at all to help her.  

She heard Mr. Kelso’s dog barking outside and she worried that there was 

someone in her yard, but she didn’t dare look. She cried beneath the blanket until 

she fell asleep. 

When she woke up, her hammer lay at the bottom of her bed. Bloody. 
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Mr. Kelso was knocking at the front door, peering into her house. It took a 

long time before Cameron found the courage to answer.  

“I’m sorry to bother you, but Boots is missing,” he said. “My dog. You 

haven’t seen her, have you?”  

“I just woke up.” 

He checked his watch: 3pm. “Is there someone I could call for you? Maybe 

your aunt?” He peered over her shoulder. “Is someone with you? Is my dog in 

there?”  

“You are never getting in my house.” She slammed the door. 

Cameron went online and bought a bought a motion-detector camera. A 

critter cam, the delivery man called it. He licked his lips and laughed.  

Cameron set up the critter cam on the back deck. She would record Mr. 

Kelso prowling around her house and yard. He wouldn’t get away with this.  

She took the last of her anxiety medication and slept fitfully.  

When she woke in the morning, three police cars were parked on the 

street.  

She stepped onto the porch in her bathrobe and slippers.  

“Your neighbor had an accident,” an officer said.  

Cameron jumped—she’d had no idea he was on her property.  

He stood with his hands on his hips on her front walk. “You hear anything 

last night?”  

Cameron shook her head. “I take sleeping pills. What kind of accident?”  

The officer grimaced. “He fell off his balcony. Broke his neck.” 

Cameron raised her hands to her face. She went inside and turned the 

television up loud so that she didn’t have to think. 
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The floors creaked. The pipes rattled. 

The police prowled all over the street. Cameron locked her doors and 

windows. As she closed the patio blinds, she remembered the critter cam on the 

deck, and she pulled it inside. She was surprised to see that it had been activated 

the night before. She sat at the table and pressed “play.” 

The recording was gray and grainy, and the screen was only a few square 

inches, so Cameron had to peer in close. The image was just a black square at 

first, but the blackness pulled away to reveal the wooden planking of the back 

deck. The flowers were dead, Cameron noticed, shriveled into dry stalks. She 

couldn’t recall when she’d last watered them.  

Nothing moved on the critter cam screen—the creature that had triggered 

the camera had left—but strange sounds were recorded: thumping and growling, 

as of some wild animal offscreen. Mr. Kelso’s voice shouted in the background, 

“Get away from me!” There was grunting and banging, then a heavy thud like a 

body hitting the driveway. 

Cameron jumped to her feet. Her neighbor had been pushed to his death! 

And his killer was still out there, hiding from the police, prowling outside, trying to 

get in. 

She paused the recording to double-check her locks. She thought of 

Brandon, who knew where she lived. All the people in town knew she was alone 

here. Thousands of faceless strangers knew how helpless she was.  

She cowered in the kitchen of the big house. The floor groaned and the 

pipes sighed. Mice scratched their way through the walls, unseen.  

Cameron wanted to rush outside and call the police, but she was too afraid 

to move. She crouched at the table and watched the rest of the critter-cam 
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recording. There was no one who could help her.  

The picture showed only the back deck, eerily lit in the night, during a brief 

silence that followed her neighbor’s fall. Then a patter of footsteps sounded, 

erratic and unsteady, as of something scurrying in fits and starts. Pitter-patter, 

pitter-pat. The steps grew louder. A shadow fell across the deck boards, 

elongating eerily as it approached the camera from the side. It looked like a 

scarecrow—tall and skinny with long limbs and wild hair. Not like Brandon at all. 

More like a little girl. It crouched suddenly, dropped to all fours, and crept closer, 

sniffing and grunting. It disappeared for a moment, and all Cameron could see 

were the deck boards lying empty in the night. Then two hands reached in front 

of the screen and picked up the critter cam.  

A face appeared, a smiling face that stared at Cameron from across the 

distance of the night before, awash in the light from the patio.  

Cameron screamed and dropped the critter cam. It continued to play on 

the floor of the big house where she’d spent eighteen years with people who’d 

left her one by one.  

Her own face stared out from the screen at her feet, wild-eyed and fearless 

and happy. Insanely happy. Happier than Cameron could ever remember feeling 

in all her life.  

[crickets] 

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

[applause] 

 

[19:15] Commentary on Classic Plotting 

Savannah began her story with the idea for the ending. And she could have 
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plotted any path to that ending. But because she’s telling a campfire tale, she 

chose a classic plot structure. She opens with an inciting incident – things change; 

the protagonist’s parents die tragically. And then she puts her protagonist in 

jeopardy that escalates – someone is targeting her, tormenting her; they’ve 

gotten into her house; she’s more and more alone. She takes action to solve her 

problem by setting up the critter cam. And then the truth is revealed.  

Savannah’s story has a classic plot structure. It’s the structure of fairy tales 

and adventure stories. Something happens to launch someone into unusual 

circumstances; we follow them through a series of actions and reactions, a chain 

of cause and effect that escalates to a big moment of confrontation or effort 

which resolves in such a way that things are forever changed for the protagonist, 

either their character or situation is dramatically changed.  

 That is the plot structure in most of the books you have read. Here’s an 

excerpt from Crockett Johnson’s classic picture book, Harold and the Purple 

Crayon, a story about a boy who draws his world and his walk in the moonlight.  

[music] 

 

[14:30] Excerpt from Harold and the Purple Crayon by Crockett Johnson 

The short cut led right to where Harold thought a forest ought to be.  

He didn’t want to get lost in the woods. So he made a very small forest, with just 

one tree in it. 

It turned out to be an apple tree. 

The apples would be very tasty, Harold thought, when they got red. 

So he put a frightening dragon under the tree to guard the apples. 

It was a terribly frightening dragon.  
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It even frightened Harold. He backed away. His hand holding the purple crayon 

shook. 

Suddenly he realized what was happening. 

But by then Harold was over his head in an ocean. 

[music] 

 

[15:15] Commentary on classic plot structure 

Don’t worry—Harold draws himself a boat. And then a whole bunch of other stuff 

happens before he’s back in bed. There’s a lot of plot in a book that’s only a few 

hundred words. And while it is an unusual and totally awesome picture book, it 

has a classic plot structure. And I’m using it as an example here because that book 

illustrates an important aspect of writing a story with lots of plot: All the things 

that happen in that picture book are connected, and not just by that very obvious 

continuous purple line. Everything that arises from what Harold draws logically 

progresses to the next thing, which Harold reacts to, which leads to the next 

scene. Harold doesn’t draw a parade, and then a jungle, and then the north pole, 

and then aliens who rip the crayon from his hand. Oh, that’ll be exciting! No, it 

won’t. It’ll be nonsense. Lesson 1 of plotting: Make sense. Be logical. Do not 

throw random things in for excitement. That is not a plot; that’s a bunch of 

random stuff. If you want to make a classic plot structure, you have to make a 

chain of events. Not just one thing after another, but one thing leading to 

another. You can have all sorts of exciting things in your story, but you have to lay 

stepping stones from one thing to the next. And this is why plotting is hard. It’s 

not hard to come up with exciting ideas of random things that could happen; it’s 

hard to come up with a logical progression of exciting things. And this is why 



Cabin Tales Episode 4 Transcript: “Bad Things Happen” 

 

 11 

character is so important in plotting: because who a character is determines how 

they react to a situation, which will affect if not totally determine the plot. 

[music] 

 

[17:15] Copy the technique 

Create a classic plot. Introduce a character and throw them into a new situation 

and have them react to it in such a way as to cause more stuff to happen. Create a 

chain of events that leads to a culmination and resolution. If you want to write a 

spooky story, begin with a spooky situation, like a girl alone in a big house, afraid. 

Think of an ending you want to get to, then create a chain of events that will take 

you there.   

[music] 

 

[17:45] Commentary: Simple Plotting 

If you’re telling a story around a fire, you might want to try a classic plot structure. 

But it’s not necessary if you’re writing a short story. You can tell a great story with 

almost no plot at all. Many good stories occur in a singly moment. You don’t need 

an ingenious caper or a weird tale twist to have a good story. If you write 

beautifully or you have interesting thoughts or you are funny, the smallest plot 

can become a great story.  

 Children’s writer Andy Griffiths wrote a 20-page story about a kid removing 

a band-aid. And that is the plot: a kid removes a band-aid. And here’s an excerpt. 

[music] 

 

[15:50] Excerpt from “The Band-Aid” by Andy Griffiths 
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I'm not scared of a bit of pain. In fact, I like it. I thrive on it. As far as I'm 

concerned, the more pain the better. Sometimes when I'm hammering a nail into 

a piece of wood, I like to hit my thumb on purpose just to feel it throb. When I'm 

handling paper, I always try to get a paper cut because they really hurt. And I 

always make sure I lick my knife, because tongue cuts are even more painful than 

paper cuts.  

 But if you think that's bad, that's nothing, I've got a book called The 

Encyclopedia of Executions, and there's some stuff in there that's a lot worse than 

that. Like for instance, there's people getting boiled alive, burned at the stake, 

stretched out in the desert, covered with honey and eaten by ants. But all that is 

nothing compared to the pain of peeling off a band-aid that's been stuck to your 

skin for six months. But it must be done. And it's going to be done now. The 

tweezers are ready. I turn the top off. I brace myself. I slide the points of the 

tweezers under the gummy edge of the band-aid and start pulling. 

 And then there follows 3 pages of… I guess, swears.   

[music] 

 

[19:45] Copy the technique 

And that story goes on for 20 pages of small actions, hesitation, amusing thoughts 

and memories and reflections. And that makes the tiniest plot entertaining.  And 

that’s an exercise you can do: Find a moment of ordinary life to story. Add tension 

with choice and hesitation, thoughts and memories of the narrator. It can be 

something as simple as: A boy replies to a text. It can just be: Two people having a 

conversation before a movie starts. That’s your plot. If it’s an intriguing 

conversation, that will work. Or you plot can just be: Someone rides the bus to 
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school, thinking, and they look out the window and see their boyfriend or 

girlfriend with someone else. That’s enough plot for a short story – if the 

character’s thoughts are interesting. Someone doing homework is called down to 

supper, he heads down the stairs knowing there will be an empty place at the 

table where his brother used to sit. That is enough plot for a short story—a trip 

down the stairs—if your character’s memories and thoughts and feelings are 

captivating. With humour, or with philosophy, or both, these tiny plots can 

become really good stories.  

So, a boy receives a text. Is it inviting him to a party? Does he remember 

the last party he attended? Does he tell a little something about the people 

holding the party? Does he dream of winning someone’s heart at this party or 

performing to a crowd of admirers? Does he recall scenes from school where 

people were talking about the party? Write these possible thoughts and 

memories and projections into a scene interspersed with action—and the action 

can simply be typing and erasing a dozen different responses until he finally 

replies to the text. It is a tiny plot, but it can make an entertaining story. 

[music] 

 

[21:40] Commentary on complicated plotlines 

How much plotting you want to do will depend on who you are and what you 

have to say and what kind of story you want to write. You might write 

experimental fiction with no plot at all. But that doesn’t go well around the fire, I 

must say. And most readers want a good plot, too. They want that feeling of, 

What will happen next?  

 The young adult novel, Holes, by Louis Sacher, is known and admired for its 
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complicated plot. The protagonist, Stanley Yelnits, is sent to Camp Green Lake, a 

juvenile detention centre in the middle of a desert. And the kids at the detention 

camp have to dig holes all day. The other kids call Stanley “Caveman,” and in this 

excerpt you’re about to hear, Stanley has just agreed that if he finds anything as 

he's digging a hole, he will give it to the kids’ leader, X-Ray. 

[music] 

 

[23:50] Excerpt from Holes by Louis Sacher 

Stanley picked up his shovel.  

The more he thought about it, the more he was glad that he agreed to let 

X-Ray have anything he might find. If he was going to survive at Camp Green Lake, 

it was far more important that X-Ray think he was a good guy than it was for him 

to get one day off. Besides, he didn't expect to find anything anyway. There 

probably wasn't anything of interest out there. Even if there was, he'd never been 

what you would call lucky. 

He slammed his blade into the ground, then dumped out another shovel 

full of dirt. It was a little surprising, he thought, that X-Ray was the leader of the 

group, since he obviously wasn't the biggest or the toughest. In fact, except for 

Zero, X-Ray was the smallest. Armpit was the biggest. Zigzag may have been taller 

than Armpit, but that was only because of his neck. Yet Armpit and all the others 

seemed to be willing to do whatever X-Ray asked of them. 

As Stanley dug up another shovelful of dirt, it occurred to him that Armpit 

wasn't the biggest. He, the Caveman, was bigger. He was glad they called him 

Caveman. It meant they accepted him as a member of the group. He would have 

been glad even if they called him Barf Bag. 
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It was really quite remarkable to him. At school, bullies like Derek Dunne 

used to pick on him. Yet Derek Dunne would be scared senseless by any of the 

boys here. 

As he dug his hole, Stanley thought about what it would be like if Derek 

Dunne had to fight Armpit or Squid. Derek wouldn't stand a chance. He imagined 

what it would be like if he became good friends with all of them, and then for 

some reason they all went with him to his school. And then Derek Dunne tried to 

steal his notebook.  

“Just what do you think you're doing?” asks Squid as he slams his hands into 

Derek Dunne’s smug face. 

“Caveman's our friend,” says Armpit, grabbing him by the shirt collar. 

Stanley played the scene over and over again in his mind, each time 

watching another boy from Group D beat up Derek Dunne. It helped him dig his 

hole and ease his own suffering. Whatever pain he felt was being felt ten times 

worse by Derek. 

[music] 

 

[24:30] Copy the technique 

And you might think that that's enough plot for his story: a kid gets sent to 

juvenile detention and he finds his way there and makes friends with the other 

kids there. But this book has many other plots. There's a subplot about Stanley's 

ancestors and the family curse. There's a subplot about the warden's ancestors, 

and about the bandit from history, Kissin’ Kate Barlow, who left a great deal of 

money somewhere in the desert the entire novel is a chain of cause and effect of 

all these interwoven plots. 
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[music] 

If you’re an ambitious plotter, you can try something like this for yourself. Try to 

weave a plot and a subplot together, or a backstory with a front story. Don’t just 

pile on random subplots; make them connect somehow and affect the central 

story. Savannah, for example, might have shown Cameron’s backstory, what her 

parents were like, moments that made her crave company and crave isolation. Or 

she might have made Cameron’s story one of many subplots in a novel about that 

entire neighbourhood on the outskirts of town, where everyone is suffering from 

mental illness because they’re guinea pigs for a new anxiety medication that 

causes psychosis. But she would need more than a few minutes around the 

campfire to plot that out.  

Try plotting a complicated story yourself. Start with a classic plot you 

already know. Weave a second plot thread into “Cinderella,” maybe a 

simultaneous plotline, with something to do with the prince and his family—

surely they don’t want him to marry the poor girl. What’s he been up to all this 

time she’s been sweeping the hearth? Is he promised to someone else? Do his 

parents mess with the shoe in attempt to thwart their love? Or you could add a 

backstory, something about Cinderella’s mother, and something about the fairy 

godmother – because really, what do we know about the fairy godmother? Can 

you plot a backstory that makes sense of her? And weave these backstories 

together in such a way that they are resolved when Cinderella marries the prince.  

Good luck with that one. I really want to read it when you’re done. So get 

plotting. 

[music] 
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[26:45] Interviews 

I asked some other authors about how they do their plotting, specifically whether 

they plot before they draft.  

Here’s Robin Stevenson. She’s the author of 25 books for all ages, so she’s 

very experienced in creating all kinds of plots. You met her last week talking about 

getting ideas, and here’s what she had to say about plotting those ideas. 

[music] 

 

[27:15] Robin Stevenson on finding character before plotting  

CA: Are you a planner? Do you tend to know the be the end of your story when 

you begin, or major plot points? 

RS: No, I'm not really a plotter or a planner. I tend to begin with a premise or with 

a character in a particular situation, and start doing some writing about that 

character. Writing a few scenes or just writing in that character's voice and trying 

to figure out who they are and what their situation is. And then, at some point 

once the story is starting to take shape, and I know who the characters are and 

I'm starting to get some sense of what the story is about, then I'll start trying to 

plan a little more. Not necessarily an outline but at least some major plot points 

to have some sort of idea of what's going to happen and where the story is going. 

But I stay very loosely attached to it, and it often evolves as I write. 

CA: And have you found that your stories and how they end surprise you? Have 

you ever been taken by surprise?  

RS: More relief that there actually is an ending. Because I do tend to write myself 

into, you know, I'll sort of find myself in the middle of the book, having created all 

these problems for my character and not necessarily having a clear view of how 
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I'm actually going to get them out of this situation that I've written them into. So, 

when I do start to see an ending, it's more a sense of relief that, Oh, actually yeah, 

I can actually make my way out of this mess I've created. And I do a lot of 

rewriting. I do a fair bit of revision because my first drafts do tend to be kind of 

me thinking on paper. I’m not necessarily attached to any of it staying in the book. 

So ye,s I do a fair bit of rewriting. 

[music] 

 

[28:50] Wendy McLeod MacKnight on messy middles 

Wendy McLeod MacKnight agrees that middles are messy. She’s the author of 

three middle-grade novels with complicated plots. You met her last week, talking 

about where she finds inspiration, and here is how she plots. 

[music] 

WMM: I always know how it's going to start. And I always know how it's going to 

end. I don't start to write until I know how it's going to end. It's the middle that 

tortures me, and tortures me and tortures me and tortures me. But I do find it 

easier – now, sometimes I'll get to the end and I’ll realize I want to change 

something, but I knew in each of the three books exactly how they were going to 

end. It was all of the minutia in between to get the character to that. I think 

usually I'll have my twists and I'll have my, sort of the fence posts along the way, 

that I kind of know, and then I change them and I change them and change them. 

The book that I just sent off to my critique partners, I was stuck for about 

the last third. I had revised it 4 times and it just still wasn't quite working. All of a 

sudden, I knew what to do. My books, no matter what I think they're going to turn 

out like, they almost never turn out that way. I realized, and when I went back 
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and started rereading the first third, I realized that I had put everything I needed 

for the last third, and had completely not used it at all. I was like, Oh, Wendy, 

what are you doing? Why did you not keep this character? That's the magic 

though writing, because you just don't know.  

[music] 

 

[30:35] Amelinda Bérubé on crawling to the finish 

And here’s Amelinda Bérubé talking about the messy experience that plotting can 

be. You met Amelinda two weeks ago in Episode 3. She’s the author of scary 

young adult fiction, and here’s how she’s plotted her books. 

[music] 

AB: I'm kind of a hybrid, you know, a plantser. You know you say you’re a plotter 

or a pantser? I usually know sort of the first act in fairly clear detail. And I usually 

have some idea of where the ending is going to end up. But I find there's only so 

far ahead I can see when I start out. I can't quite fly by the seat of my pants 

because then I just write myself into a corner and I don't know where I'm going. 

But, you know, neither can I figure out everything in advance. So I just, I crawl 

forward until I get to, you know like, where I wasn't able to see any further ahead.  

There's this wonderful tweet by Delilah Dawson from years ago, and she 

said that writing a first draft was like running a race through the forest where 

there's thick fog in front of everything, and there's no paths, and there's no finish 

line, and also you're being chased by zombies. You know, you can only see so far 

ahead into the fog. Sometimes you just don't know enough about the character at 

first. You know I wrote about 70 pages of just sort of blathering on at the 

beginning of Here There are Monsters before I figured out that, Oh, this person 
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has a secret. Oh, something happened; what was it? And then thinking about that 

really propelled the rest of the story forward, but until then like, I had no idea 

what I was doing. 

[music] 

 

[32:15] Interviews about tormenting characters 

Challenging plots can torment characters. Savannah had no problem tormenting 

her characters. Many of them die, and poor Cameron, who’s left alive, suffers 

throughout the story and is left pretty shattered at the end. Savannah is a 

heartless storyteller – and she’ll do very well in writing fiction.  

 A couple of years ago, I interviewed Kenneth Oppel at an event for the 

Ottawa Public Library when his book Inkling just came out. And I asked him about 

creating characters who suffer and whether he feels as if he carries their suffering 

while he writes them, to which he replied, “You’d go mad if you did.” And that is 

an important lesson for aspiring young writers: Don’t go mad from the suffering 

you put your characters through. They’re not real. I know they feel real, but 

they’re not. So, torment them for the greater good of a satisfying plot.  

Here’s Amelinda Bérubé on tormenting her characters. 

[music] 

 

[33:15] Amelinda Bérubé loves tormenting characters 

CA: And how do you feel about, you know when you write fiction, you have to 

give your characters problems and you have to stretch them out and not let them 

solve them too easily. How do you feel about tormenting your characters?  

AB: Oh, I love it. [laughter] That’s how you get published, right? I feel no remorse 
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about torturing my characters.  

CA: Excellent. Because they’re not real. 

AB: No. That's what they're there for. They’re there to suffer. 

[music] 

 

[35:40]  

And Wendy McLeod MacKnight agrees that characters must be tormented. 

[music] 

WMM: I torment my characters a lot. I do. Because you know what? Life is 

amazing and wonderful, but there's also lots of disappointments, right? And 

there's things that hurt our feelings or make us sad. And one of the things that 

when I'm when I'm working with kids that I see a lot is their stories are, and then 

this happened and this happened and then this happened and then this 

happened. I’ll often say to them, You've got to take me from here to here, and 

you’ve got to make me care what happens to me along the way. And you've got 

to do that with your characters too. And I think that that's often a real challenge. 

And I think it's also why they often start writing using their friends as characters, 

which I did as a as a kid. Because at least that's a character at that you know. But I 

think that torturing your characters is not a bad thing to do. And sometimes it's 

quite cathartic for the author, is all I can say. It kind of just feels quite a relief to 

do that. And then sometimes I'll feel a bit sorry for them and I'll dial it back a bit, 

but I'll go all in in the beginning, you know, give them a little bit of a going over. 

And nobody loves torturing characters like kids in my experience. They’re good at 

that. By the end you can't even believe there's still a character there. 

[music] 
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[35:15]  

And like many authors who’ve created and loved their characters, Robin 

Stevenson feels bad about the tormenting she has done.  

[music] 

CA: How do you feel about tormenting a character?  

RS: Yeah, I think that is probably why I've never written a sequel to a book. 

Because I feel like, you know, there’s characters that I really like and it would be 

kind of fun to go back and write about them again, except I feel like I've already 

made enough bad things happen to them. And I would like to imagine that, you 

know, after the end of that book, that their life goes on in a happier and less 

tortured vein. So I do sometimes feel, you know, I get attached to my characters, 

and then, yeah, I do feel bad sometimes that I am tormenting them somewhat.  

I have thought about going back and writing a book about a secondary 

character. I often get quite attached to my secondary characters, to the point 

where I really have to work to not let secondary characters take centre stage, you 

know, and go off on tangents. So at some point, I think maybe I could go back and 

pick up one of those secondary characters who didn't really get their own story, 

and yeah, torment them for a couple hundred pages instead. 

[music] 

 

[36:25] Advice for young writers on plotting 

I asked each of my guest authors what advice they had for young writers about 

plotting. And here’s what they had to say. First is Wendy McLeod MacKnight. 

[music] 
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[36:40] Wendy McLeod MacKnight on caring about characters 

WMM: I think the thing is, you really have to know your character, right? And you 

just keep throwing stuff at them. Like what would be a problem? What would 

bother that person? What would what could be an event? What could be a 

character flaw? Because I need to love the characters. It's not just the fancy 

technique of the little twists. So the twists have to be internal and external. And 

so, I feel like that is one of the things that I'm always looking for is a reader. There 

has to be not only the dark night of the monster, maybe, but also the dark night 

of the soul. And that's when I’m there. I'm going to go the distance with you, and I 

probably won't put the book down until I'm finished. Because then I really care 

about everything that's happening. So that's one of the things that I recommend.  

Usually what I recommend is to do a big brainstorm, maybe like a mind 

map or whatever. And think of all of the awful things that could happen to that 

character—and some good things—and then just start imagining everything that 

could happen. That has always helped me. When I'm stuck, I think, Okay, I have 

not done enough to this person. It's time to do a little bit more.  

[music] 

 

[37:55] Amelinda Berube on plotting by torment  

And here’s Amelinda Bérubé. 

[music] 

AB: One of the best pieces of advice that I ever heard on the question of plotting 

is from Lois McMaster Bujold, who's a science fiction author. And she says that 

basically what she does is she has her characters, and she knows who they are 
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and what they’re afraid of and where their buttons are—like, you know, you press 

somebody's buttons to really make them react and make them upset. So basically, 

she looks at her characters and she says, What is the worst possible thing that 

could happen to this person? Or what is the worst possible situation I could put 

this character in? And then do that. So, if somebody's deathly afraid of spiders, 

give them spider monsters to contend with. It's like basically, torture your 

characters, you know, like do the most torturous thing that you can think of for 

that person. 

[music] 

 

[39:00] Robin Stevenson on holding back  

And here’s Robin Stevenson. 

[music] 

RS: I don't know who said this originally, but there’s a saying that plot is the art of 

withholding information, which is one that I’ve sometimes shared with students. 

Because I find students often feel they need to, you know, they've got the story in 

their head, they know what happens, and sometimes feel like they need to get 

that all down in the first chapter or the first two pages. The idea that, you know, 

what you want in those first two pages is for the reader to have questions and be 

curious, and that it's okay to hold back some information and to trust that you 

have the whole book to fill in, you know, all those details. So not over-explaining 

early on. Sort of beginning the story and letting the reader have questions and not 

necessarily be totally sure where it's going or what has happened up to that point. 

[music] 
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[39:50] Story Prompt:  

Plotting is all about choices. Choices you make as an author. Choices you offer to 

your character, and the paths they take and the paths they leave behind.  

 I often think about plots as I walk my dog. There’s a field at the top of my 

street where I let him run off-leash. It’s a big block of scrubland between a 

grocery store and a golf course, just wild meadow left undeveloped. And there’s 

almost never anyone there. My dog is a bit of a jerk with other dogs, so he never 

gets off leash unless I’m absolutely sure there’s no one else around. And this is a 

huge meadow, so I can see at a glance that no one is there. And so it’s my dog’s 

favourite place to walk.  

The meadow is fenced on the north side where it backs onto the golf 

course, and it’s heavily treed along the fence so you can’t even see the golfers. 

But it’s open on the south side and completely visible from the grocery store 

parking lot. The field is very large; it takes about ten minutes to walk across it. But 

it’s split right down the middle by a thin line of trees that comes down from the 

golf course. So it’s almost like two separated fields, each about 5 minutes across. 

There’s a path that cuts through the trees, so you don’t have to walk all the way 

down to the parking lot to cross into the other half of the field. The line of trees 

that splits the meadow isn’t very wide, it’s maybe 50 feet, just 15 or 20 steps 

through the trees and then you’re out into the other half of the meadow. 

But once you step into the trees, the path curves, so you can’t actually see 

the meadow on the other side. And after three steps, you can’t see the meadow 

that you just came from either. I always leash my dog as we cut through the trees, 

just in case there’s another dog on the other side. And there always a real feeling, 

when I step into those trees, of disappearing. Because it’s not just that I can’t see 
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the meadow anymore. It’s that we can’t be seen, either. And so, it feels like 

vanishing, like stepping out of the world when I enter the trees, and then back 

into the world when I exit the trees into the other side of the meadow. And I can’t 

help thinking, each time I walk my dog into those trees, What if someone came 

out of the grocery store and looked up and saw a person and a dog walk across 

the meadow into the trees and then never come out the other side? And that’s 

your story prompt for today.  

Plot out a story for “Crossing the Field.” You can make it a simple plot – 

nothing but that moment where someone steps out of the grocery store and sees 

someone they know cross the field. Maybe it’s a parent watching their kid. Or 

maybe it’s a teen watching their former best friend. Or it’s a person watching 

someone who has done them harm in the past. And then alternate details of the 

present tiny plot with memories and reflections and thoughts and feelings of your 

onlooker that will make this tiny plot into a meaningful story. 

 Or, use this opening to launch into a classic or complicated plot. Stepping 

into the trees could be the inciting incident to any plot at all: there could be a 

party in the trees; it could be a dog party. It could be a portal to another world. 

There could be an injured bear in there. Or this could be some dystopian society 

and the walker is trying to escape. The onlooker could be an ally or a tattler. 

There’s no end to the plotting you might do.  

[music] 

 

[43:15] Thanks and housekeeping 

If you do write your own tale, send it to cabin@catherineausten.com or use the 

Contact Form on the website at CabinTales.ca, and I’ll consider reading it on the 

mailto:cabin@catherineausten.com
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show in October in a special Halloween podcast of student stories. If you need 

some help, you’ll find a classic plot diagram and a writing exercise, “Plotting in 

Pairs,” on the website at CabinTales.ca. You’ll also find a full transcript of this 

episode. And you’ll find links to the excerpts in the shownotes, along with guest 

author bios.  

I want to thank today’s guests – Robin Stevenson; Wendy McLeod 

MacKnight; and Amelinda Bérubé. I’ll post full interviews with each of these 

authors, and with all of my guests, this winter, when my cabin tales are told.  

Tune in next week for Episode 4.5, “Author Interviews about Plotting.” 

That’s a “talking tales” format – interviews only – with guests Cary Fagan; Philippa 

Dowding; Ishta Mercurio; Raquel Rivera; and Kari-Lynn Winters. They have great 

advice to share with young writers who want to create simple or complicated 

plots. 

 

[44:25] Monster Movie Quote 

And that’s all for this week. I hope you enjoyed the show. If you did, subscribe to 

the podcast through the blog at CabinTales.ca or through iTunes or Spotify or 

PodBean or wherever you stream your entertainment. And leave a comment for 

me, or drop me an email. It can feel like I’m just talking to the darkness here, 

putting this podcast together each week by my lonesome. So, as a Hollywood 

monster hunter once said, “Please say hello to me. Please say hello to me.” And if 

you know what monster movie that line is from, then you have seen it too many 

times, as have I.  

 I’m Catherine Austen. Thanks for listening.  

 


