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Cabin Tales Episode 3: “Spooky Stories are all Around Us” 

By Catherine Austen  

Full Episode Transcript 

 

[0:00] Intro: 

Welcome to Cabin Tales: Spooky Stories for Young Writers. This is Episode 3: 

Spooky Stories are all Around Us. I’m Catherine Austen. And my guests today are 

Philippa Dowding, Amelinda Berube, and Kari-Lynn Winters. Today we’re talking 

about story ideas and where to find them. You’ll hear a story about a common 

little creature with an insatiable appetite. You’ll hear advice on finding ideas for 

stories in your own life, in the world around you, and in other stories, with 

excerpts from All Quiet on the Western Front, The One and Only Ivan, and The 

Hero’s Guide to Saving Your Kingdom. You’ll hear where my guest authors get 

their best ideas and where they put them once they find them. And finally, you’ll 

hear a true-ish story that shows you how to make up a story out of whatever 

object happens to be at hand. That’s all coming up on Episode Three of Cabin 

Tales: Spooky Stories are all Around Us. So listen in. 

[crickets] 

 

[1:15] Story Introduction:  

Have you ever had a parent or teacher or some other authority figure tell you 

some little rule you had to follow, but they wouldn’t tell you why? And you 

wondered, why must the fork go on the left and the spoon on the right? Is it really 

safer to cross the street at a crosswalk? And why should anyone care if I ever 

make my bed? Well, today you’ll hear a story about a boy whose stepfather told 
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him repeatedly not to do something without ever saying why. And so the boy did 

it anyway. Oh, and he soon found out why he shouldn’t have.  

[music] 

 

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

turns telling stories. It’s Darryl’s turn. He’s a young teen who likes animal videos, 

superhero movies, and every second spent with friends. Darryl had read every 

single Goosebumps book by the age of eleven – and it shows a little in his own 

tales. But that’s okay – he develops his voice the more stories he tells. Today’s 

you’ll hear Daryll’s very first story.  

 

It’s not that scary; let’s call it PG. If you’re sharing this podcast with very young 

listeners, download the “fright-free” versions of episodes on the website at 

CabinTales.ca. Everything is sweet in the fright-free versions. But something is 

about to sour right now in Darryl’s story. So pull up a chair around the campfire 

and listen in to… “Don’t Feed the Wildlife.” 

[crickets] 

 

[2:50] Darryl’s Story: Don’t Feed the Wildlife 

A family went to a cabin at the end of July, right around this time of year. It wasn’t 

a big family, so don’t go picturing a bunch of kids fighting over the best chair 

around the fire after a day spent playing volleyball and building sandcastles. That 

would be a happy story for a happy family. And this isn’t either of those.  

This family was just a boy, Jack, and his stepfather, Lucas. They hadn’t 

known each other long and the only thing they had in common was that they 
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both loved Jack’s mom. She said they needed time to bond, so she sent them off 

to the woods, not knowing it would be the last time she’d see them both alive. 

Jack and Lucas spent the day fishing from a tiny boat, getting in each 

other’s way, not saying much except “Excuse me” and not catching much except 

weeds. They got back to the cabin empty-handed and sunburnt and miserable.  

 The cabin was deep in the woods, on its own private lake, surrounded by 

twisted cedars and tall white pines. The trees had been cleared from the porch to 

the shore, and in the center of the clearing was a big round firepit full of ash. A 

pile of logs and branches had been stacked beside the cabin porch. “Haul a few 

armloads of that wood over to the firepit,” Lucas told Jack. “We’ll get a fire going 

and heat up some wieners and beans.” 

 “I thought Mom packed steak and potatoes for tonight,” Jack said. 

 Lucas glared. “You’ll take what you’re given and be grateful. I’m tired and 

hungry. We’ll have the steaks tomorrow.” 

 Jack wasn’t thrilled to be reminded that he was stuck with his stepfather for 

a whole other day, and he wasn’t thrilled with wieners and beans, either. But he 

was tired and hungry, too, so he turned to the woodpile without another word. 

 A chipmunk peeked out from the logs and Jack jumped back in surprise. 

“What is it? A snake?” Lucas shouted.  

“No, it’s a chipmunk.”  

Lucas laughed. “Chipmunks aren’t scary. Grab some wood and get over 

here.” 

Jack piled five logs in the crook of his arm. Soon he was sitting by a roaring 

campfire listening to his stepfather’s army stories. Lucas tossed him a bag of 

peanuts in the shell and said, “This’ll tide you over while I get the wieners and 



 4 

beans.”  

Jack had just opened the bag of peanuts when he heard a squeak. The 

chipmunk perched on top of the woodpile, watching him. “Hey little buddy, want 

a peanut?” Jack said.  

The nut landed on the path between them, and the chipmunk darted 

toward it.  

Lucas walked out of the cabin carrying the hot dogs and buns. “Watch out!” 

Jack shouted.  

Lucas stopped cold. Being in the military for so long, he had an exceptional 

ability to follow commands. He peered over the plate of food. The chipmunk was 

inches from his hiking boot. It grabbed the peanut in its sharp little claws.  

“Isn’t he cute?” Jack said. 

The chipmunk stood on its hind legs with its whiskers twitching, staring at 

the hot dogs in Lucas’s hand. 

“These aren’t for you,” Lucas said. He swung his foot in the chipmunk’s 

direction and the little beast scurried back to the woodpile. “Don’t feed that thing 

any meat,” Lucas said as he set the plate on a chair by the fire. “Grab some iced 

tea from the cooler, would you? I’ll find some sticks to use as skewers.” 

When Jack rose to his feet, a peanut fell off his lap.  

The chipmunk darted over eagerly. It ran right over Jack’s shoes to reach 

the nut. “You’re a bold thing, aren’t you?” Jack laughed. 

Lucas shuddered. “It’s not good to make friends with wildlife. He doesn’t 

like you. He just wants your food.” 

“Sure he likes me,” Jack said.  

The chipmunk darted to the leg of the chair and sniffed up at the hot dogs. 



 5 

 “Get out of there,” Lucas shouted, stomping his foot.  

“Don’t scare it!” Jack said as the creature ran back to its woodpile. 

“I’ll scare it, all right, if it gets its germs near my food.” Lucas pointed a 

finger at Jack. “Hanta virus, bubonic plague, lassa fever, rabies, fleas, worms, 

ticks, who knows what diseases and parasites that thing is carrying.” 

Jack shrugged. “He looks healthy.” 

Lucas rolled his eyes. “Stay here and make sure that thing doesn’t eat the 

meat. I’ll get the drinks.” 

Jack looked at the chipmunk on top of the woodpile. “This is your last 

treat,” he whispered as he reached into the peanut bag.  

His shot went wild and the peanut hit Lucas in the back of knee as he 

walked away. The chipmunk leapt off the woodpile and scrambled over Lucas’s 

foot.  

Lucas jumped back in surprise.  

Jack laughed. “I thought chipmunks weren’t scary!”  

Lucas watched the chipmunk scurry back to the woodpile with its prize. 

“They’re creepy little things,” he muttered. “Those black eyes—there’s nothing in 

them.” 

“He’s adorable!” Jack shouted. 

“Only because it’s four inches long,” Lucas said. “If it was as big as you, it 

would be hideous.”  

“Nah, he’d still be cute,” Jack said. 

Lucas glanced at the bag of peanuts in Jack’s hand. “Don’t give it any more 

of those. They just get bolder. And whatever you do, don’t feed it meat.” 

While Lucas broke off thin branches to roast their hot dogs on, Jack stayed 
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by the fire guarding the food. The chipmunk came close again and Jack tucked the 

pack of hot dogs behind his back, just in case. He set the bag of nuts on his knee 

and reached into it—but before he even got one out, the chipmunk scurried up 

his leg and stuck its fuzzy snout right into the bag. Its sharp little teeth brushed 

against Jack’s finger.  

Jack jumped up with a scream, knocking the chipmunk off his knee and 

spilling peanuts all over the chair and the ground. One even fell into the fire, 

where it blackened and snapped. 

The chipmunk stood on its hind legs and sniffed at the chair. Jack snatched 

up the pack of hot dogs and the chipmunk squeaked angrily.  

It darted around the firepit, stuffing its cheeks with nuts, then it dashed 

back to the woodpile with its loot. It darted over again, unafraid. 

Jack watched it hop from nut to nut, its quick clawed hands sizing up each 

peanut before stuffing it in a cheek, always with one eye on Jack and the pack of 

hot dogs he held in the air.  

The chipmunk collected all the fallen nuts and stored them away, until 

finally there was just the nut in the firepit left, its shell back as coal. The chipmunk 

hopped onto the warm rocks that ringed the fire. It glanced up at Jack and 

seemed to smile. Then it jumped onto the coals and snatched the roasted peanut 

from the flames. It leapt out of the firepit unharmed and cracked the black shell 

open on the ground by Chip’s feet. It kept its eyes on Jack as its sharp orange 

teeth scraped away at the nut, scraping and swallowing, scraping and swallowing, 

until the food was gone.  

The chipmunk looked up at the hot dogs in Jack’s hand.  

“Go away!” Jack said. 
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“Don’t feed it those hot dogs!” Lucas roared as he stomped down the path. 

He swatted the chipmunk with a long, sharp stick and the creature squealed 

away. It perched on top of the woodpile and watched them. 

Lucas skewered a hot dog onto each of the two sticks that he had cleaned. 

He passed one to Jack. They sat by the fire and held the wieners over the coals. 

Jack kept looking over his shoulder at the woodpile.  

“Not so cute now, is it?” Lucas said. He cracked a smile as he slid the 

roasted hot dog off his stick and pressed it into a bun. “Don’t worry, son. So long 

as you didn’t feed it any meat, there’s no harm done.” 

Jack slid his own hot dog off his stick. It was black and dusty on one side 

where he’d let it dip into the ashes. He had to tug it over a knot in the wood. 

“What happens if you feed it meat?”  

Lucas shuddered. “It changes their nature. I’ve heard it makes them…” 

[laughter] “Well can’t believe everything you hear.” 

They roasted three hot dogs each. Lucas ate most of the beans, and Jack 

drank most of the lemonade, and soon they were both staring at the fire 

contentedly. Jack yawned and looked up at the moon.  

“The sun sinks fast in the woods,” Lucas said. 

Jack looked away from the fire toward the cabin. There was nothing but 

darkness between him and his bed.  

“Burn your roasting stick, son,” Lucas said. “Then grab the plates.” 

On the cabin porch, Lucas locked the leftover hot dogs in the cooler. “We’ll 

bring these into the cabin in case of bears,” Lucas said. 

 Jack held the screen door open for his stepfather. He glanced back at the 

firepit and saw that he’d left his roasting stick beside his chair. It glowed in the 
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light from the fire. The darkness all around it seemed to pulse, and Jack thought, 

I’ll just leave it. Where’s the harm?  

“I better douse the fire,” Lucas said as he filled a bucket with water. 

Jack groaned to think of his stepfather finding that roasting stick by his 

chair. But when he peeked at the fire again, the stick was gone. A tiny shadow 

scurried toward the cabin. In the gleam of the porchlight, Jack saw the shining 

eyes of the chipmunk as it raced up the path to its woodpile. It dragged Jack’s 

long skinny roasting stick behind it, a blackened scrap of hot dog stuck to a knot in 

the wood. “What happens if they eat meat?” he whispered. 

As Jack and Lucas settled into bed, high-pitched grunts and squeals rose 

from the woodpile. “Sounds like the chipmunk has indigestion,” Lucas said with a 

satisfied smile. “I hope it doesn’t serenade us all night with that noise.” Lucas 

peered out the window at his bedside.  

“Can you see anything?” Jack asked. “I hope he’s okay. I know he’s a greedy 

gut, but—” 

“It’s vermin,” Lucas said. “And if it’s dead, it got what was coming to it.” 

“Is that what happens if they eat meat?” Jack asked. “They die?” 

Lucas laughed. “No. No, son. The story I heard is that they transform. Kind 

of like a werewolf. But that’s nonsense, of course. Just campfire tales. And we 

didn’t feed it any meat, did we?” 

“Um, not on purpose,” Jack said quietly. 

 They were just drifting to sleep when a crash of falling logs and breaking 

branches jerked them awake. Jack bolted up and fumbled for his flashlight. He 

shone it all around the dark room, over the ceiling and down the walls, over his 

backpack on the floor, across the bare wooden planks to the bed by the window, 
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where his stepfather propped himself up on an elbow and held a hand in front of 

his face. “Sounds like a bear in the woodpile,” Lucas growled. He sat upright and 

muttered, “Don’t worry—it can’t get in. Would you move your light off my face?” 

But Jack couldn’t move his flashlight. He couldn’t move anything. He was 

frozen in fear.  

Framed in the window at his stepfather’s back was the chipmunk, its snout 

pressed against the screen, its teeth glowing like crescent moons. “You’re right,” 

Jack said, his voice squeaking in terror. “It’s not cute at all.”  

The chipmunk had grown ten feet tall. Its face filled the window frame. Its 

eyes were like saucers of black ice. Its cheeks hung like empty sacks. And its 

nostrils gaped and shriveled as it sniffed for meat.  

“I’m sorry,” Jack told his stepfather. 

“Sorry for what?” Lucas asked. “What did you do, son?” 

A squeak as loud a Banshee’s scream pierced the night air as the chipmunk 

slashed through the window screen with nails like knives. It grabbed Jack’s 

stepfather by the neck and dragged him out the window and down to the 

woodpile. “You fed it meat!” Lucas cried. 

And after that, all Jack could hear was the scrape, scrape, scrape of 

gnawing. All night long. 

[crickets] 

And that was “Don’t feed the wildlife.” Thank you, Darryl. 

[applause] 

 

[15:15] Commentary: Where ideas come from 
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If you’re thinking, yeah, I could have guessed that ending, well, this isn’t the 

podcast episode about endings; it’s the podcast episode about ideas. So cut Darryl 

some slack. Because he has no idea what to say, but he’s willing to try. So Darryl 

looks around, stalling for time, and he sees a chipmunk on the woodpile. And a 

story is there with it. And this is the situation writers are all in all the time.  

[music] 

 

Look around you and you will see stories waiting. The more you look for them, the 

more you will find.  

 

Often writers don’t know where their ideas come from. An image pops into your 

head and you begin to write to figure out what it means. A character begins to 

speak in your mind and you write to find out who they are. A phrase repeats in 

your inner ear and you write it down and keep on writing to follow the delightful 

sound of it. But just as often, perhaps more often, the source of a story idea is 

obvious.  

[music] 

One of the most obvious sources for a story is in your lived life. What you 

experience, what you feel, what you observe – there is a story there every single 

day.  

Some of the world’s most famous books had their inspiration in the author’s life. 

 

I’m going to read you a passage from All Quiet on the Western Front. The author, 

Erich Maria Remarque, was a young soldier in the first world war and his novel is 

based on that experience. In this passage he uses his own memories of the feeling 
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of being young and betrayed by the adults he had once looked up to. And in this 

scene, Kantorek, who is his superior in the army, had once been his schoolmaster. 

[music] 

 

[17:10] Excerpt from All Quiet on the Western Front 

Strange to say, Behm was one of the first to fall. He got hit in the eye during an 

attack, and we left him lying for dead. We couldn't bring him back with us, 

because we had to come back helter-skelter. In the afternoon suddenly we heard 

him call, and saw him crawling about in No Man's Land. He had only been 

knocked unconscious. Because he could not see, and was mad with pain, he failed 

to keep undercover, and so he was shot down before anyone could go and fetch 

him in.  

Naturally we couldn't blame Kantorek for this. Where would the world be if 

one brought every man to book? There were thousands of Kantoreks, all of whom 

were convinced that they were acting for the best—in a way that cost them 

nothing.  

And that is why they let us down so badly.  

For us lads of eighteen they ought to have been mediators and guides to 

the world of maturity, the world of work, of duty, of culture, of progress—to the 

future. We often made fun of them and played jokes on them, but in our hearts 

we trusted them. The idea of authority, which they represented, was associated 

in our minds with a greater insight and a more humane wisdom. But the first 

death we saw shattered this belief. We had to recognize that our generation was 

more to be trusted than theirs. 
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[18:30] Copy the Technique 

You don’t have to have an experience as traumatizing as war to write about. It is 

true that a lot of great books are inspired by trauma. But any experience can be 

the source of story. Happy experiences. Everyday experiences of love, friendship, 

and annoying families. Maurice Sendak said that his picture book, Where the Wild 

Things Are, was inspired by his relatives “who ruined every Sunday dinner.” Louise 

Rennison based her young adult novel, Angus, Thongs, and Full-Frontal Snogging, 

on her own memories of going to a girls’ high school. Any moment of life can 

become a story. So pay attention to your life. What amuses you? What angers 

you? What embarrasses you? What saddens you? These are the makings of story.  

 

In the writing handbook, Spilling Ink, Anne Mazer calls the gathering of all such 

moments a “mental compost pile” and if you write them down and let them sit in 

your mind a while, you’ll end up with fertile soil for stories.  

 

So try that, if you’re looking for ideas. Think of a moment in your own life where 

something happened that made you laugh, or made you cry, or embarrassed you, 

or frightened you. And write about it as if it happened to someone else. And soon 

it will become that character’s story, and you’ll add more ideas to it, straying 

farther and farther from the original facts until you’ve written fiction. 

[music] 

 

[20:00] Finding ideas in the news 

Another place that you can find story ideas is in true stories from history or from 

current events. Untold numbers of books have been written based on well-known 
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or obscure facts, and some of them are so bizarre that the truth has to be toned 

down to make for believable fiction. Scott O’Dell’s novel, Island of the Blue 

Dolphins, was based on the true story of a Native American girl who was left alone 

for 18 years on an island. Good lord, what must that have been like? 

 

Katherine Applegate had that same thought when she wrote The One and Only 

Ivan, which is a fictional story about a gorilla who lives in a mall. She came up with 

that story after hearing about a real gorilla who lived in a similar situation for 27 

years. She took that sad spark of truth and wondered, “What must that have been 

like?” And her novel is written in the voice of this fictional character Ivan. 

 

[21:00] Excerpt from The One and Only Ivan 

When the Big Top Mall was first built, it smelled of new paint and fresh hay, and 

humans came to visit from morning till night. They drifted past my domain like 

logs on a lazy river. 

Lately, a day might go by without a single visitor. Mack says he's worried. 

He says I'm not cute anymore. He says, “Ivan, you've lost your magic, old guy. You 

used to be a hit.” 

It's true that some of my visitors don't linger the way they used to. They 

stare through the glass, they cluck their tongues, they frown while I watch my TV. 

“He looks lonely,” they say. 

Not long ago, a little boy stood before my glass, tears streaming down his 

smooth red cheeks. “He must be the loneliest gorilla in the world,” he said, 

clutching his mother's hand. 

At times like that, I wish humans could understand me the way I can 
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understand them. 

It's not so bad, I wanted to tell the little boy. With enough time, you can get 

used to almost anything. 

 

[22:05] Copy the technique 

And that’s from one of many great books sparked by the real world. So if you’re 

looking for story ideas, don’t just pay attention to your own life. Pay attention to 

the world. Read the news. Read old news. Read history books, and natural history 

books. Read about unusual animals and off-the-map places. Read the footnotes. 

And as you read, think, could this make a good story? It’s just the spark of truth 

you need, something that makes you think, “What must that have been like?” 

Then imagine it. Build a character and setting for it, and springboard from the 

truth into fiction.  

 

Stories call attention to facts that might otherwise just slip by. So look for those 

facts in the world outside your window or in the pages of history, and when you 

find something that makes you think, “Wow, I never knew that. People should 

know about that,” then you have found your story idea. 

[music] 

 

[23:10] Finding ideas in other stories 

A third place where you can find great ideas for stories … is other stories. One of 

the reasons Shakespeare had so many great ideas is that he borrowed great ideas 

from the classics. Telling old stories in new ways is a time-honoured tradition. So 

embrace it.  
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I love fractured fairy tales. They’re a great modern tradition, one that has led to 

comedic classics, like The True Story of the 3 Little Pigs by John Scziezka and Lane 

Smith and to moving serious novels, like Briar Rose by Jane Yolen. 

[music]  

 

The Hero’s Guide to Saving your Kingdom is a middle-grade novel by Christopher 

Healy that takes a comedic look at several fairy tales. 

 

[23:55] Excerpt from The Hero’s Guide to Saving your Kingdom 

Prince Charming is afraid of old ladies. Didn't know that, did you? 

Don't worry. There's a lot you don't know about Prince Charming: Prince 

Charming has no idea how to use a sword; Prince Charming has no patience for 

dwarfs; Prince Charming has an irrational hatred of capes. 

Some of you may not even realize that there's more than one Prince 

Charming. And that none of them are actually named Charming. No one is. 

Charming isn't a name; it's an adjective. 

But don't blame yourself for your lack of Prince Charming-based 

knowledge. Blame the lazy bards. You see, back in the day, bards and minstrels 

were the world's only real source of news. It was they who bestowed fame upon 

people. They were the ones who sculpted any hero’s (or villain’s) reputation. 

Whenever something big happened—a damsel was rescued, a dragon was slain, a 

curse was broken—the royal bards would write a song about it, and their 

wandering minstrels would perform that tune from land to land, spreading the 

story across multiple kingdoms. But the bards weren't keen on details. They didn't 



 16 

think it was important to include the names of the heroes who did all that damsel 

rescuing, dragon slaying, and curse breaking. They just called all those guys 

“Prince Charming.” 

[music] 

 

[25:15] Copy the technique 

That is one of thousands of stories sparked by existing stories. From Timothy 

Findlay’s Not Wanted on the Voyage to Shane Peacock’s Young Sherlock Holmes 

novels, stories inspire stories.  

 

So read. Read myths and fairy tales and bible stories and Shakespeare and Jane 

Austen and the Brontes and think: Could there be a different ending? A different 

perspective? Whose story hasn’t really been told here? That’s the one I’ll tell.  

 

Take a story and twist it in a new way. Write Emma from the perspective of 

Emma’s dog. (I can’t actually remember if she has a dog, but give her a dog.) 

Make Theseus and the Minotaur fall in love. Write “Cinderella” as a revenge story 

– perhaps it was some edict of the prince or his father who caused her dear 

mother’s death and led to this life of servitude and misery, and she’s been waiting 

all this time for a chance to get back at the royal family.  

 

[26:20] Interviews 

I asked some other authors where they get their ideas for stories, and I have three 

guest authors here today to talk on that subject. First up is Philippa Dowding. 

She’s an award-winning author, and also a poet and a musician, and she has 12 
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books for young readers. And the ideas for several of them came from an unusual 

source.  

[music] 

 

[26:45] Philippa Dowding on finding stories in dreams 

PD: Funnily enough, I must have very vivid dreams. I have a very active sleep life, I 

think, and I've had several, probably half of my ideas have come from dreams. 

The start of my book Oculum started with a young girl being tucked into bed by, 

as you read the chapter you realize it's a robot. And that was a dream, just these 

robot arms tucking this child into bed. And I thought, Wow that's really vivid. 

What kind of kind of girl would grow up with a robot for a mother? So that was 

the start of that story.  

I used to dream a lot about flying too, so The Strange Gift of Gwendolyn 

Golden, and the sequel, Everton Miles is Stranger than Me, are both about night 

flyers. So I think—you know, an author gets ideas everywhere, but a lot of mine 

come from dreams or just having like a really sudden spark of an idea. 

CA: Have sure yes have you ever based a story on a true event? 

PD: Miles and the Monster Outside, which is a story about a little boy on a long 

road trip and he sees a a monster outside the window that starts following him. 

And that really was inspired by a long drive across the country as an adult, as a 

young adult. If you drive all night, sometimes you see weird things out the 

window. So yeah, that story was definitely inspired by a real event. 

[music] 

 

[28:00] Amelinda Berube on finding ideas in “true” ghost stories 
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Next you’ll hear from Amelinda Berube. She writes spooky stories for young 

adults. Her 2019 novel, Here There are Monsters, was a finalist for the Bram 

Stoker Award. And she gets a lot of her ideas from spooky settings.  

[music] 

AB: I found that my best ideas come from either a setting or a Canadian ghost 

story, actually, because I find that the landscape is kind of where my inspiration 

comes from. I'll find a place that speaks to me or that I find really spooky or else 

I'll find a really neat piece of unique Canadian spookiness just in the culture. Like 

for example, there's this wonderful, apparently really well-known internationally 

poltergeist story that comes out of Amherst NS. It's called the great Amherst 

mystery, and that was actually I guess the starting point for my first book. And I've 

written another story that came from not far from there actually in Sackville, 

where they had these radio towers that the signal that they broadcast was so 

strong that people in Sackville would hear voices in their sink or their basements, 

so you know you'd open the fridge on a Saturday afternoon and hear opera 

coming from the back of the fridge. So you know, it's stuff like that that really 

grabs your attention and that’s really unique. My second book, Here there are 

Monsters, is actually based on the woods that surrounded my family's home 

when I was a teenager, which were incredibly spooky. And I always knew that I 

was going to write something about that place. There's just, there was something 

there.  

 I borrow liberally from real life and embroider it until it becomes something 

else, but there's a lot of grains of truth that I've expanded on in my books. Like, 

for example, The Dark Beneath the Ice is a ghost story focused around our main 

character’s parents splitting up. And the mom and dad in that book are not my 
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parents, their split is very different, but that was basically me processing my 

parents slipping up when I was an adult. That's very much where that emotional 

territory came from. So I borrow all of this stuff. But definitely like, when you look 

at those characters, I'd say that they're based on pieces of myself but I've never 

tried to drown anybody. [laughter] 

[music] 

 

[30:40] Kari-Lynn Winters on finding ideas all around her 

And finally, you'll hear from Kari-Lynn Winters. She's the author of more than 20 

books for the very young. And she's also an academic, a doctor and a professor 

who teaches teachers on language arts and drama. And here's where she gets her 

best ideas. 

[music] 

KLW: Honestly, I think the best ideas just come from the world around you. And 

just from what you experience in your own life, and how you can take that into 

context of another person’s life, your character's life. So yeah, I simply ask the 

question. I look around and I see things and I say, what if? For example, there's 

lots of sloths in my office. And I look around and I see my teaching award, and I 

think, What if a sloth won a teaching award? You know, just kind of ask those kind 

of broad questions. And sometimes just combining different things together and 

that helps you come up with a story. 

 I have lots and lots of children all the time sending me new endings to my 

stories and using my characters, which I absolutely love. Like that's great. That is a 

good idea. I should have written that book. [laughter] Or even just telling, getting 

kids to act it out. Tell each other your stories. Like what happened to you this 
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summer? Oh, I did this, I did that. Okay, write it down. Yeah. Stories are 

everywhere.  

CA: Are any of your stories based on your own childhood? 

KLW: I would say that Jeffrey and Sloth is based on my own childhood because I 

was that kid that couldn't think of something to write about. I could tell you a 

million stories but I couldn't, when it came to writing them down, I couldn't do 

that very well. And my book Bad Pirate—I've never told my dad this, but Barnacle 

is kind of modeled after him. He’s very tough and gotta do this and that, but then 

he's a real softy on the inside and he really loves his daughter. It's just sometimes 

you don't see it. 

[music] 

 

[32:55] Finding Ideas in your fears 

Stories can also be found by looking deeper into the things we fear. I asked my 

guest authors about that. First to talk on that subject is Amelinda Berube. 

 

[33:10] Amelinda Berube on conquering fears through fiction 

AB: I'm always writing about what I'm afraid of. You know, there's two kinds of 

things that you're afraid of, right? You can think about nightmares almost. Like 

there's two kinds of nightmares: there’s the kind that you wake up and your heart 

is racing but you’re sort of going, Wow, that was cool! And then there's the kind 

of nightmare that you wake up screaming from. And I think fears are kind of the 

same way. Like you've got the things that you find spooky, like haunted houses. 

And then there's the things that you fear like you fear the house fire or you fear 

the car crash or something happening to your kids. And I think for me, like I start 
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off with the spooky cool. You know, I think, Oh, cool, I want to write something 

about this. And then I always end up sort of working my way into something, I 

guess, more real than that. Like a really scary thing. And I find that the spooky 

cool is kind of a way to come sideways at things that, things that I'm like so afraid 

of it's hard to talk about. That’s things that, you know, you say out loud and it 

sounds really silly, like I don't know, fear of rejection, for instance, or like you 

know, fears that you're a bad person. So I think The Dark Beneath the Ice was a 

way for me to talk about this whole mess of feelings related to my family, and all 

this stuff that I'd been carrying since I was a teenager and didn't really know how 

to even articulate. And Here There are Monsters was basically like this big: what if 

I'm the actual worst? What does me as the actual worst look like? 

CA: And do you find when you're writing something spooky, do you spook 

yourself? Or do you feel less spooked because you're in control of the 

spookiness? 

AB: When I'm in the middle of writing it, my feeling that I'm having while I'm 

writing is more sort of a cackling glee than any kind of being spooked out myself. 

It’s an interesting process because I'm often dealing with stuff that I find scary, 

but, I don't know, I guess you get a different way of looking at it when you're 

writing it, you know. Maybe it is that you're in control of it and that you're, that 

you're making it communicate something, you're making it do what you want it to 

do and you're making it have an effect. You’re the one who's in control of what 

it's doing. It's not happening to you. 

CA: Write spooky stories and you won't be so scared. 

AB: Absolutely. 

[music] 
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[35:50] Kari-Lynn Winters on finding a story in a real spooky prank 

And here’s Kari-Lynn Winters. 

[music] 

CA: Have you ever turned your fears into fiction? 

KLW: I did do that once. It was for a YA. It was called Iron Gates. But I haven't, I 

haven't got it published. Part of the reason why I haven't got it published is 

because I haven't really spent the time working on it. It's still there. It was about, 

one time around Halloween, we went to this place that was haunted. There was 

about 10 of us crammed into this big vehicle. And they told me stories, my friends 

told me stories as we went there. And we got in there. And what was happening 

actually was a prank. It was actually a prank on me, but I didn't realize it at the 

time. But the funny thing was, there was a rumor about this place. And the rumor 

was if you stay there for 10 minutes, you get stuck there for 10 minutes. And that 

happened. That really did happen. We were there for about 15 minutes, and the 

car would not start. And then after 15 minutes, it started. So I've written about 

that. It’s called Iron Gates. Maybe someday I’ll get it published. 

[music] 

 

[36:55] Philippa Dowding on writing about anxiety 

And here's Philippa Dowding talking about the ordinary fears at the root of some 

extraordinary stories. 

[music] 

CA: Have you ever written about things you're afraid of? 

PD: Well that story, too—Myles and the Monster Outside—is really about anxiety. 
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You know, Myles has to be brave. He's the only one that can see this monster 

outside the window. So he has to find a way to deal with it, because nobody else 

can see it. And he's moving to a new home. So it's really his fear about moving to 

new home. But you know I've been that little kid in the back seat, a bit anxious 

about where we're going, and the wind and the weather. So yeah, I guess I have 

put a few of my phobias into a book. And how to cope. Because he does cope. 

[music] 

 

[37:45] What to do with all your ideas 

With so many great ideas coming from so many sources, I asked my guest authors 

what they did with them. Here’s Kari-Lynn Winters. 

[music] 

 

[37:55] Kari-Lynn Winter’s Thousand Journals 

KLW: I keep so many journals. Like I probably have a thousand journals. It's 

getting to the point where I have to write in the very beginning of the Journal 

what is in the journal. So yes, I keep lots of journals. I'm always writing down 

ideas. I try to work through things on paper sometimes, with a pen and paper 

rather than on the computer. I draw a lot in my journals. I doodle. I write all over 

the page. I try to create images for myself that, you know, might help me.  

[music] 

 

[38:40] Philippa Dowding on her several journals 

Philippa Dowding also keeps a journal. 

[music] 
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PD: I do. I keep—I don't have a sample of one here, but I have like a “quick ideas” 

journal. And I also have, when I'm writing something, I have, I do keep a journal 

with me. So it's just for that particular book. And lots of notes go into it. 

Sometimes I draw things in it. Just whatever. Poems. I’ll write poems in it that are 

about the book. Because I think when you're writing, you know, you need 

somewhere to keep all your thoughts together. And it's not necessarily linear. 

Also if I have an idea for further on, I'll write into it. So yeah, I keep sort of an 

ideas journal for free-flowing things, but I also have a journal for each specific 

book.  

I think, you know, you can obviously keep files on a computer and you can 

be all nice and orderly that way, too, if that's your thing. But I don't think there's 

any way to actually replace writing ideas down on pen and paper. Because that's 

very individual. I mean, I do both, too. I do keep ideas on computers as well. But I 

think it's really handy to have a journal going as well as. It seems kind of old 

school but I think it's a good reason for it. Because you can be very individual with 

your handwriting. You can draw, too, and you can make little notes. So journals 

are important. 

CA: Do you write most of your poetry by hand then in your journal? 

PD: Yeah, definitely. Poetry starts by hand. For sure. 

[music] 

 

[40:00] Amelinda Berube on no longer journaling 

But Amelinda Berube does not keep a journal. 

AB: Not really. I used to have a live journal but it's kind of devolved into a to-do 

list. [laughter] I have friends who blog and who do all this really detailed self-
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analysis in there, that I've always admired, but I find, I don't know, there's 

something about the immediacy of that, I think, that I just can't, I can't settle into 

the kind of real introspection that would make that useful. I can't look at things 

straight on that way and make sense of them. 

[music] 

 

Keeping a journal helps you form the habit of writing, and of thinking, of simply 

facing the blank page and feeling like you can fill it. And you can use your journal 

to build your idea bank by free-writing. Here to talk on that subject is Amelinda 

Berube. 

[music] 

 

[41:00] Amelinda Berube on finding ideas in prompts 

When I've been in workshops, one of the things that I've found most helpful is a 

prompt that's like the start of a sentence. You do what my instructors called 

freefall, where you just, you know, you have a timer for like five minutes or 10 

minutes. And you just put your pen to the paper and you write as fast as you can 

and you don't cross anything out, but just right whatever comes into your head as 

fast as you can without thinking too hard about it. You get started with a prompt 

like “I remember” or there's this one fabulous one: “Everything tasted like salt 

that day.” You know, and one of the things that they recommended was taking a 

line from a poem or to start with a line from a book. And then build something 

from there. And clearly, that thing that you're borrowing would come out of the 

final product. But it's something that gets you moving. 

[music] 
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[42:00] The need to stare out windows 

So, news stories and histories and dreams and looking around and your own life 

and other stories: all of these places are sources for great ideas.  

 

And don't forget: to take a simple idea and build it into something complex 

enough to become a story, you need to just let these ideas flow in your mind. Dav 

Pilkey, the author of the Dragon series and Captain Underpants and many picture 

books said, “I live a very simple life and often spend several hours each day just 

daydreaming. It's usually during these times that my ideas come to me.” 

[music] 

 

[42:40] Start with an object  

Just stare out a window and see what comes into your mind. Or just do like 

Chekhov when he picked up an ashtray and said, “Now I’ll write a story about an 

ashtray.” Start with an object. Choose an object, examine it, describe it in a 

paragraph, a poem, or just a list of words. And then think of a way to put the 

object into a story. A character might find it or use it or talk about it. It could 

trigger a memory in your character. It could just be part of a larger scene.  

I do object studies and object story prompts when I visit schools. 

 

[43:15] Story prompt 

When I was younger and I thought I wanted to be a teacher, I spent a whole 

summer running a day camp. And I found out very quickly that I was not cut out 

to be a teacher. I really like kids and I really like learning, and I really like helping 
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kids learn. But I have no authority. It’s just a certain element you need in your 

personality to be a good teacher. And I do not have it. Also, I have a soft spot for 

naughty children because they’re kind of bored and they don’t want to be there, 

and who can’t relate to that?  

So in this day camp, I tried not to have favourites, and I really liked all the 

kids who were in it—but I especially liked the naughty kids – but there was this 

one boy who was a little harder to like than some other kids. He was very very 

smart, and probably bored. But he made fun of the other children’s ideas. And he 

had a cruel wit, and because he was smart, he could really wield it well. A know-it-

all who doesn’t really know much is easier to feel for because you think they’re 

maybe trying to overcompensate for something, some insecurity. But a know-it-

all who really does know it all is just arrogant and hard to like.  

So this boy—we’ll call him Aaron—he was always correcting the other kids 

and making fun of them for not knowing as much as he did. And he really liked it 

when they would make mistakes because then he could pounce on them and 

correct them. There were still many likable things about him, not the least being 

his intelligence. And I’m sure that he would have grown up to become a highly 

productive and maybe even influential member of society if things had gone 

differently at camp.  

But one day, things just went badly. Honestly, they went badly in some way 

every day, really. It was an environmental-themed day camp, and we did activities 

like we made iron-on designs for reusable shopping bags. And Aaron would ask 

about everyone else’s graphic designs, “What’s that supposed to be? An eagle? It 

doesn’t look like an eagle. Don’t you know what an eagle looks like?” And then 

we’d go hiking through the forest path, and Aaron would ask “What bird is that 
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calling?” And always some other kid would guess, “I think it’s a cardinal.” And 

Aaron would pounce, “No. It’s not a cardinal. It’s a robin. Don’t you know what a 

robin sounds like?” And that is pretty much how it went. So people started to talk 

less and less freely and everyone looked forward to the times when we’d watch a 

nature show or write a nature story.  

Now, writing a nature story is not what you’d generally call a dangerous 

activity. But to help the kids start a story, I brought in a bunch of props for object 

studies. I still do this – I just use better judgement as to what props I bring, 

because I learned from this camp experience. 

But I do collect a lot of unusual things. And some of them I will tell unusual 

stories about. Like I have a rain-stick from Nairobi that really makes it rain. And I 

have a whalebone from the Arctic than can make the sun rise. And I have a pair of 

beaded gloves from Barcelona which – well, I know now what they do, but at the 

time I wasn’t exactly sure what they were supposed to do, because the old 

woman who made them, or who sold them to me, didn’t speak enough English 

and I didn’t speak enough Spanish to understand what she said. Although she did 

make it clear that these were very powerful gloves and I should probably not let 

any child I loved put these gloves on. But who takes that seriously, right? It’s at a 

market in Spain; you just buy the gloves. 

So anyway, they were very small gloves. And I had never worn them myself 

because they were much too small. And it was just bad luck for Aaron that he had 

such a big brain and such small hands. And also that he just would not be told. So 

when he chose the gloves – and they were exquisitely beaded gloves; he actually 

had to wrench the gloves away from Moira, this girl in the camp who saw the 

gloves first and she really loved them. And she was just like, “Whatever, it’s not 
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worth fighting Aaron over.” And she took a little music box instead. So Aaron got 

the gloves. And I told him, “Just look at them, Aaron. And you can touch the 

beads and the cloth and use them to inspire a nature story. Like maybe a squirrel 

finds the glove and insulates her nest with it. Just, whatever you do, don’t put 

those gloves on.” 

But Aaron thought he knew better than anyone and he would not be told. 

So he took the gloves back to his desk and that’s your story prompt for today.  

 

Finish the story. What happened to Aaron, poor Aaron, after he put on the magic 

gloves? Or pick up another object near you and write a story about that. Think of 

a character holding it. What are they going to do with it? Where is it going to 

lead? 

 

And that's pretty much all for this episode. I'm sure you have a lot of ideas by 

now. If you’re really stuck and you want to write a scary story but you don't have 

any ideas, just go sit in the dark at night in the woods, and I bet within 5 minutes 

you're going to have lots of scary ideas in your head. 

 

[47:55] Monster movie line 

If you are stumped for ideas for scary stories, look to reality, the world around us. 

Because, as a Hollywood character once said, “Mother Nature is a serial killer. No 

one's better or more creative.” And if you know what monster movie that line is 

from, then you have seen it too many times, as have I. 

And that's it for today's episode, “Spooky Stories are all Around Us.” 

[music] 
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[48:30] Thanks and coming up on the podcast 

I want to thank my guest authors: Philippa Dowding, Amelinda Berube, and Kari-

Lynn Winters. You’ll hear more from these great Canadian authors in weeks to 

come. And I’ll podcast complete interviews with each of them and with all of my 

guests in this winter. 

 

I hope you enjoyed today's show. If you did, recommend it to a friend. And tune 

in next week. My guests next Friday will be: Robin Stevenson; Wendy McLeod 

MacKnight; Raquel Rivera; Ishta Mercurio; and Cary Fagan. They’ll be telling you 

where they get their best ideas and where you can find yours. That’s next week 

on Episode 3.5 of Cabin Tales.  

 

I’m Catherine Austen. Thanks for listening. 

[crickets] 


