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[0:00] Introduction: 

[crickets] 

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

“Squirm.” I’m Catherine Austen. And my guests today are great Canadian 

novelists Lena Coakley, Sarah Raughley, and Don Cummer. Today we’ll be talking 

all about tension and how to make a reader turn the page. You’ll hear a creepy 

story about two sisters on a lake where things get very tense. You’ll get advice on 

ways to add tension to your tale, with excerpts from the novel Lost Boy, the series 

Deltora Quest, and the early reader, The Cat in the Hat. You’ll hear about our 

guest authors’ favourite pacing techniques, and their advice to young writers on 

how to keep a reader gripped. Finally, you’ll hear a real-life story prompt that you 

can intensify into your own tale. That’s all coming up on Episode Five of Cabin 

Tales: Squirm. So listen in.  

[crickets] 

 

[1:15] Story Intro 

Have you ever known a pair of brothers or sisters who were nothing alike? Maybe 

one was kind and gentle and the other was selfish and cruel? Well, today you’ll 

hear a story where a pair of sisters just like that are alone on a swimming 

platform with their old blind dog and a container of worms. And everything starts 

to squirm.  

 

[1:35] Trigger warning: 
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Build a campfire in your mind. Seat some young people around it. They’re taking 

turns telling stories. It’s Manny’s turn again. He told his first story in Episode 2, 

something about a parasite, and today’s story is just as gross as that one. I have to 

warn you, Manny’s story includes cruelty. It’s about fishing, so there’s lots of 

animal cruelty. And there’s bullying and violence and accidental death – or at 

least, I think it’s accidental. So if you don’t want any of those things in your mind, 

skip ahead 10 minutes when you hear this musical bar near the beginning of his 

story. 

[music]  

This podcast is rated PG, so if you want to share it with very young 

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

at CabinTales.ca. Everything is playful in the fright-free version. But things are 

going to turn serious right here.  

Pull up a chair around the campfire and listen in to… “Sisters.” 

[crickets] 

 

[2:40] “Sisters”  

A family went to a cabin on a lake in the middle of nowhere. It was a modern 

cabin, perfect for a mom and dad and two girls to laze around in—but these 

parents made their daughters spend the whole day outside with their ancient 

dog, Bennie, a smelly old Dachshund with a gas problem.  

“Why don’t you girls load the air mattress with snacks and fishing rods and 

swim out to the platform for the afternoon?” their mother suggested. 
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“Be sure to wear sunscreen,” their dad added. “And put Bennie’s life jacket 

on.” 

The Dachshund was eighteen years old, deaf and blind and grossly 

overweight. The youngest sister, Evelyn, poked his fat little arms through his life 

jacket and zipped it closed over his fat little belly. She kissed his little black head 

and he licked her cheek. 

“You know he licks his private parts with that tongue,” Corinne, the oldest 

sister, said.  

Evelyn ignored her. She packed a lunch of cheese and crackers, peanut 

butter sandwiches, carrot sticks, and dog biscuits. When she reached for her own 

life jacket, Corinne snorted. “You don’t need that! We’ll have the air mattress. 

What are you, a baby?” 

Evelyn left her life jacket on the rack. [music] 

Corinne grabbed her fishing rod and tackle box. “Don’t forget the worms!” 

she shouted. 

They put their fishing gear, lunch basket, and wiener dog on a slimy old air 

mattress and paddled out to the platform in the middle of the lake. The platform 

was just a big wooden dock anchored in place, with a pool ladder attached to one 

side. It was a good 200 metres from shore and it got sun all day long. Evelyn 



Cabin Tales Episode 5 Transcript: “Squirm” 

 

 4 

draped a beach towel over the handles of the ladder to make a shady spot on the 

platform for Bennie. He lay down beside the lunch box, licking his private parts. 

The girls attached lures to their fishing rods and threw in their lines. Evelyn 

liked to cast out and reel in, but she didn’t care to catch fish. She used plastic 

lures—big bright rubbery frogs and salamanders. She’d had her mother cut the 

barbs off her fishhooks so the fish could escape easily if they ever bit.  

Corinne had welded those severed barbs onto her own fishhooks to make 

extra sure that no fish would ever get away from her.  

“Pass the worms,” Corinne said with a smile on her face. She stabbed her 

hooks into a long pink wriggly one and laughed.  

Evelyn turned away. She leaned down toward Bennie and pet his little black 

head. He wagged his tail, and it hit the open container of worms and knocked the 

whole thing overboard. A dozen fish swam out from under the platform and 

gobbled up the worms as they sank, their little fishy mouths gaping greedily.  

“Those were my worms!” Corinne screamed. “You owe me your allowance 

for that.”  

“Dad bought them for you,” Evelyn said. 

“They were my property and you owe me.” 

Evelyn put a plastic lure on her line.  
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“We can’t catch fish without bait in this deep water,” Corinne complained. 

She put Evelyn’s best lure on her own rod and cast out far. “Imagine if you fell in 

here and you couldn’t swim,” she said. “You’d drown for sure.” 

“You could just climb the ladder,” Evelyn said. 

“Not if you were a dog,” Corinne said. 

Evelyn stared at the water.  

“What good is Bennie, anyway?” Corinne asked. “He can’t see anymore. He 

can’t hear. He can’t even swim. All he does is eat and poop. We should use him as 

bait.”  

Evelyn squished closer to Bennie.  

“You know Mom and Dad are going to put him to sleep when we get 

home,” Corinne said. 

“That’s not true!” Evelyn said. 

Corinne laughed. “You’ll see. Pass me a sandwich.” 

Evelyn opened the lunch box and took out two sandwiches. Bennie raised 

his head from her knee. He couldn’t see or hear anymore, but his nose worked 

just fine, and the second those sandwiches hit the air, he swung his long black 

snout and snapped one in half before Evelyn even noticed.  

“How stupid are you?” Corinne shouted. “That’s your sandwich he ate. The 
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one left is mine.” 

“Can’t we split it?”  

“As if.”  

Evelyn handed over the remaining sandwich. 

Corinne ate the sandwich dramatically, moaning and smacking her lips and 

saying, “Oh my god, this is so good. I’m saving this last half for later,” she said, 

leaving half of her sandwich on her lap.  

Evelyn tried not to stare at it.  

Bennie’s nose began to twitch and he hauled himself onto his feet and 

walked toward the sandwich, but Corinne slapped him away. She slapped him 

right on the snout, and he jumped back with a cry. Evelyn hugged him close and 

gave him a bite of apple. 

The girls fished in silence, and the sun beat down on them. 

Corinne swatted a horsefly on her leg and threw the stunned bug into the 

water. A fish zoomed up from the deep and swallowed it. 

“You can see them,” Corinne squealed as she peered over the edge of the 

platform. “There must be a dozen fish under this thing.”  

A dragonfly landed on the tacklebox and Corinne stunned it with a smack.  

“No!” Evelyn shouted. “Don’t kill the dragonfly!” 
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Corinne laughed evilly as she ripped a wing off the dragonfly and tossed its 

body into the water. A fish as big as her arm lunged up from the depths and 

swallowed the dragonfly whole. 

Evelyn started to cry.  

Corinne tore a chunk off her peanut butter sandwich and tossed that into 

the lake. An even bigger fish lunged for it. “They think it’s free food,” Corinne said, 

her eyes gleaming. “But it’s really a trap.” She stabbed another chunk of sandwich 

onto her double-barbed fishhook and dropped it into the water. 

The same huge fish gobbled it up. The hook caught in its throat and it 

struggled wildly. It nearly pulled Corinne off the platform when it tried to swim 

away. 

Corinne let out her line and began a tug of war with the tortured fish. It 

thrashed, it fought, it swam for its life. But the fishing line was extra strong and 

the hooks were dug in deep. Corinne gave a final haul on her rod and pulled the 

fish out of the water.  

The fish landed on the platform. It flopped in the air, struggling to breathe. 

“Let it go,” Evelyn cried. “Unhook it!” 

 “I’m not going near that mouth,” Corinne said. “Just look at it!” The fish 

was over two feet long and had a mouth full of huge sharp teeth.  
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“Pass me the knife,” Corinne said.  

Evelyn shook her head. “Just throw it back.” 

Corinne reached across Evelyn and dug around in the tacklebox until she 

found the knife. The fish thrashed toward her and bit her arm. Its fangs sank deep 

into her flesh.  

Aargh! Corinne screamed with fury. She plunged her knife into the fish’s 

neck and shouted, “This is what you get!” And she cut its head off. 

Evelyn cried and cried. 

“I’ll catch even bigger fish with these,” Corinne said as she cut the fish into 

chunks of rubbery flesh.  

“I want to go home,” Evelyn sobbed. She looked to the shore and the cabin. 

Her mother and father were nowhere in sight.  

“Then go,” Corinne said. “But you’re not taking my air mattress.” 

Evelyn stared across two hundred metres of water. 

“You’ll have to share Bennie’s life jacket,” Corinne said. She looked crazy as 

she kneeled on the platform, her arm bleeding where the fish had bit her, the 

blood dripping down past her elbow, between the cracks of the wooden boards, 

into the water beneath the platform where bigger and bigger fish gathered.  

She threw in a chunk of fish flesh and it was gobbled in an instant. “I’ll let 
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them have a few for free before I trap one again,” she said. 

An enormous fish bumped into the platform beneath them, almost 

knocking the kids into the lake.  

“The fish are getting too big,” Evelyn said. “We should go.” 

“You’re not going anywhere,” Corinne told her. She skewered a chunk of 

dead fish onto a double-barbed hook and she cast it into the lake.  

The whole platform jerked when the bait was taken. Corinne whooped and 

let out fifty feet of line before she began to reel it in. She fought with that fish for 

five minutes while Evelyn cowered in a corner of the platform, hugging Bennie. At 

last, the fish began to tire. Corinne used all her strength to pull it to the surface.  

Evelyn watched in horror as the fish flew into the air and an even bigger 

fish leapt out of the lake and bit the hooked fish in half. 

“It’s as big as a shark!” Corinne shouted happily. 

The fish on the line died in seconds. Its front half landed on the platform 

with a loud wet thud. It stared at Evelyn with lifeless eyes. Inside its torn belly was 

another fish, a little one, no bigger than Evelyn’s finger—and it was still alive.  

Evelyn scooped up the little fish and threw it into the lake, as far from the 

platform as she could.  

“That was my fish!” Corinne shouted. She slapped Evelyn across the face. 
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Smack! 

Bennie leapt to his feet, barking and growling at the smell of danger. He 

dashed forward and nipped Corinne’s ankle, protecting the girl he loved.  

Corinne turned on him in fury. “You’re fish food, you little wiener!” She 

picked the dog up by the scruff of his neck and held him squealing over the water. 

“Let him go!” Evelyn shrieked.  

“Where or where will Bennie land?” Corinne said. She swung her arm back 

and forth from the water to the platform, the dog squirming in her grip.  

Evelyn sank into a crouch. 

“He’s getting heavy,” Corinne said as she dangled the dog over the fish-

filled lake. She swung her arm back over the platform and turned to laugh at her 

little sister, her back to the water.  

Evelyn rose to her feet with her tackle box in hand and threw it at her 

sister’s head, screaming, “I hate you!”  

Corinne jumped out of the way, laughing. Her feet slipped on the fish blood 

that pooled beneath her. Her laughter died abruptly as she began to fall. Her 

hands flew open, grasping at the air, and she dropped the dog—onto the 

platform. He ran to Evelyn’s side.  

Evelyn watched Corinne fall backwards into the lake.  



Cabin Tales Episode 5 Transcript: “Squirm” 

 

 11 

“I’ll kill you!” Corinne roared when she surfaced. She reached for the 

ladder, her bloodstained arms smacking the water angrily.  

Evelyn and Bennie trembled in terror on the platform. But they weren’t the 

ones in danger.  

Corinne had stirred the fish into a feeding frenzy, and they were on her like 

a pack of sharks. They lunged at her from all sides and took chunks from her flesh. 

Corinne thrashed at them, screaming in agony, while the water churned around 

her and turned red with her blood.  

Evelyn couldn’t bear to watch. She jumped onto the air mattress with 

Bennie and paddled quickly to shore.  

“Where’s your sister?” her parents asked when she ran into the cabin 

screaming. 

“She got eaten by fish!” Evelyn wailed. “She tried to use Benny as bait.” She 

fell to the floor, sobbing, clutching her smelly old dog in her arms. “Poor Benny,” 

she said.  

[crickets] 

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

[applause] 

 

[13:40] Getting a reader to turn the page 
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Manny’s story is a campfire tale. You don’t turn pages with a campfire tale, but 

you do want to know what happens. And campfire tales often use humour to 

make the listening fun. The joke at the very end of Manny’s story isn’t there to 

mock Corinne’s fate. It’s to reassure the listener that this is all in good fun. Don’t 

worry, sibling rivalry doesn’t end in bloody death. It’s just a silly story, right?  

Manny uses a few techniques to build tension in his story. If you want to 

write fiction more deliberately, to make people want to turn the page, work very 

hard on your prose so that your story is a pleasure to read.  

 Here’s an excerpt from the early reader, The Cat in the Hat, by Dr. Seuss, a 

story so famous it really needs no introduction. But just in case you’ve never 

heard it, it’s about a brother and sister left alone in the house on a rainy day, 

when a fun-loving, rule-breaking, very weird cat comes in and shakes things up. In 

this excerpt, the cat is speaking. He’s entertaining the children by balancing 

objects on top of each other while standing on a ball, and their pet fish is 

unwillingly snatched up into the balancing act. 

[music] 

 

[14:55] Excerpt from The Cat in the Hat by Dr. Seuss 

“Look at me,  
Look at me, 
Look at me now! 
It is fun to have fun, 
But you have to know how. 
I can hold up the cup 
and the milk and the cake! 
I can hold up these books! 
And the fish on a rake! 
I can hold the toy ship 



Cabin Tales Episode 5 Transcript: “Squirm” 

 

 13 

and a little toy man. 
And look! With my tail 
I can hold a red fan. 
I can fan with the fan 
as I hop on the ball. 
But that is not all. 
Oh no, that is not all.” 
That is what the cat said. 
Then he fell on his head. 
He came down with a bump 
from up there on the ball. 
And Sally and I, we saw all the things fall. 
And our fish came down, too. 
He fell into a pot. 
He said, “Do I like this? 
Oh no, I do not. 
This is not a good game,” 
said our fish as he lit. 
“No, I do not like it, 
not one little bit.” 
[music] 

 

[15:45] Copy the technique: write well. 

The Cat in the Hat is a great story, with strong characters and a fun plot. And we 

do want to know what happens. But we want to read the story again and again – 

long after we know what’s going to happen – simply because it’s so much fun to 

read. 

And that’s my first piece of advice for making a reader want to turn the 

page: write well. Write beautiful sentences, write funny scenes, make fully-

fleshed characters and fascinating settings. Books that stand the test of time are 

not just page-turners. Readers turn those pages just to read their words and be 

immersed in their worlds.  
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So, be bold and brave. Take a scene of your story and write it so well that 

it’s almost poetry. Bring the setting to life, add wit to the dialogue, dig deep into 

the characterization, and share all your most interesting insights. Revise your 

prose until it shines. Take that plain old sentence, “She found the house scary,” 

and write instead, “The house would devour her and her family.”  

 So yeah, that’s my first bit of advice: revise. And write well. Not really 

applicable to campfire tales, which you make up on the spot around a fire. But I 

have another couple of other ways to add tension to recommend. 

[music] 

 

[17:05] Commentary on Anticipation 

What makes a reader squirm is their dread of what’s about to happen. You create 

narrative tension by making the reader hope for things to resolve one way, and 

dread that they’ll turn out another way. You can make the most of horrible events 

in your plot if you build the dread of them. If they are not a total surprise. The bad 

guy is breaking into the house! The monster is waiting inside the car! The wicked 

sister is going to kill the dog! If you never plant those ideas in the reader’s mind 

until they happen, you waste the potential for tension. Build dread of the horrible 

thing, and the reader will turn the page hoping it won’t happen.  

 And that doesn’t just apply to spooky stories. Awful things happen in all 

stories. A girl gets her nerve up to ask out her crush, and the crush is going to say 

no way. A boy is about to perform on stage, and the audience is going to laugh at 

him. A kid is running home from school excited about signing up for the science 

fair, and his mother is going to greet him in the living room, drunk, with her 

creepy boyfriend, and ask if he can fix them dinner. Those are awful things. And if 
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we suspect they’re coming, it’s so much more awful. We’re tense the whole time 

the kid is running home. We feel so bad for those characters.  

 Foreshadowing problems with well-chosen details, and using dramatic irony 

to let the reader know things your characters don’t, and dragging out the 

approach of an awful thing coming, are all techniques that build dread in your 

reader.  

 Emily Rodda’s fantasy series, Deltora Quest, is full of techniques that build 

anticipation in the reader. The author lets the reader suspect things that her 

characters are unaware of. She lets the reader get ahead of the characters and 

feel very clever about it. The characters are travelling through strange lands and 

they don’t know the customs and sometimes the reader can tell, they are going to 

get into trouble if they keep going on like this. And that doesn’t make you think 

the characters are witless or deserve their fate; it makes you want to warn them. 

You suspect something bad is going to happen but you’re helpless to stop it.  

 Here’s an abbreviated excerpt from City of the Rats, book 3 in the Deltora 

Quest series. In this excerpt, the companions—Lief, Barda, and Jasmine—have 

arrived in a strange city where everything is spotless and brightly lit and strict 

overseers watch everything all the time. They’re brought to a dining hall as 

guests. There are strict rules around serving and eating the food, spilled food is 

considered evil. And throughout this scene, the author reminds us that Jasmine, 

one of the protagonists, grew up wild in a forest and one of her forest friends, 

Filli, a little furry critter, is hiding under her coat.  

And the scene plays out for several pages. Nervous servants bring out 

platters of food, with detailed descriptions of the delicious goodies. Then a 
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servant accidentally knocks a bread roll onto the floor, and she is seized and 

about to be whipped for this crime when Lief, the protagonist, takes the blame.  

[music] 

 

[20:15] Excerpt from Deltora Quest by Emily Rodda 

“You are a stranger and unclean. You do not know our ways. The Nine have 

decided that you are to be spared punishment.”… 

Breathing a sigh of relief, Lief sidled back to his table…. 

Barda and Jasmine greeted him with raised eyebrows. “That was a near 

thing,” Barda muttered. 

“It was a risk worth taking,” Lief answered lightly, though his heart was still 

thudding at his near escape. “It was a fair chance that they would not punish a 

stranger as they would punish one of their own—at least on the first occasion.” 

Jasmine shrugged. She had taken vegetables from one of the sticks and was 

holding them up to her shoulder, trying to coax Filli out to eat. “We should leave 

here as soon as we're able,” she said. “These people are very strange. Who knows 

what other odd laws—ah, Filli, there you are!”  

Tempted by the smell of the tidbits the little creature had at last ventured 

to poke his nose from under the collar of Jasmine’s jacket…. 

There was a sudden strangled sound from the high table. 

[music] 

 

[19:45] Copy the technique 

We know these people are not going to love little Filli like we do.  
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And you can try technique to build tension, too. Build dread in your reader 

by foreshadowing and using dramatic irony.  

 Alluding to the ending can lure readers in. You can start a scene with a line 

like, “If he’d known the last tenant had keys to the back door, he would have 

changed the locks.” Then of course you know someone’s getting in the house. 

However your scene continues, the reader is a little anxious about that 

throughout. Beginning writers might think, no, if my reader suspects what’s going 

to happen, that’ll kill the tension. But, so long as there’s a possibility it won’t 

happen – you’re pretty sure this horrible thing will happen but you really hope it 

won’t – then you have to turn the page to find out.   

Whether your character suspects what’s coming or only your reader does, 

don’t rush into the awfulness. Make the reader wait a bit when something is 

approaching that we don’t want to face. Drag out the dread. 

 Practice writing a dull moment of life suspensefully. Take a daily event: a 

schoolbus arrives; an old woman washes her face; a boy approaches the 

dishwasher to empty it. And make that event suspenseful by suggesting to the 

reader that something horrible is about to happen. Maybe the character is 

worried about it, or maybe they don’t have a clue. But the point is, the reader is 

worried about it.   

Of course, if a character unloads a dishwasher in your story and nothing 

happens, don’t drag out the action. Don’t linger on moments of no consequence. 

But when bad things are coming, build the dread. 

[music] 

 

[22:40] Commentary on Stakes 
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You may have heard the advice to “Raise the stakes” in your story. You want your 

reader to be filled with hope and dread, and the hope matters even more than 

the dread. How much the reader cares what happens determines how much they 

need to turn the page. So make your reader care about your characters. And put 

your character’s goal at risk. Give them an inner desire we can all relate to, and 

make them care about more than just themselves.  

A character wants not just to win a contest, but to win a contest that will 

make their cold father proud of them at last. A character wants not just to find a 

treasure, but to find a treasure that restores their family’s heritage. They want tot 

just to stay alive, but to stay alive so they can protect a helpless little sister.  

The novel, Lost Boy, by Christina Henry, offers all sorts of reasons to turn 

the page. I’m not finished it yet, so don’t tell me how it ends, but I am hooked 

even though I know I’m being ruthlessly manipulated by the author. I’m still in, 

because of the character, Charlie, a sweet little boy whom one character, Peter, 

wants to get rid of and the narrator Jamie wants to protect. In almost every 

scene, adorable little Charlie is at risk or Jamie is thinking about the risk, and I just 

don’t want anything to happen to that little kid because he’s so good. Here’s an 

excerpt.  

[music]  

 

[24:15] Excerpt from Lost Boy by Christina Henry 

I could have killed him then. The rage surged up, pulsed in my blood like fire. I 

should have killed him then it would have prevented everything that came after…. 

but I was already turning, already running. Charlie was more important than 

dealing with Peter. 
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“I don't know why you're bothering to run!” Peter shouted after me. “It will 

be already done by now.” 

I didn't care what he said…. 

I ran and the terror swamped my anger, and the fear that I would be too 

late drove me on, faster and faster. I cut into the forest, never wishing so much 

that I could fly as Peter did at that moment…. 

The forest held no joy for me now. It was only an obstacle in the way, a 

thing that kept me from Charlie. I’d promised him he'd be safe. He had to be all 

right. He had to be.  

[music] 

 

[25:05] Copy the technique 

Through that whole book, little Charlie is at risk. And we care much more about 

Jamie’s success because Charlie is depending on it. So the stakes are higher.  

And you can try that, too. Raise the stakes in your story. And that means 

adding more obstacles on your character’s path, but also adding more need inside 

your character to overcome those obstacles. Give your reader someone to love 

and worry about: a hero who cares about others, who desperately needs to reach 

their goal, who’ll be crushed and broken if it all falls apart. The reader will be so 

invested in the outcome that they can’t sleep.  

So, a volcano erupts. Your hero has to escape town. They were babysitting 

a Golden Retriever puppy when the eruption happened. It’s the most adorable 

dog ever. So, they have to save the dog. But the only ride out of town is with their 

ex-boyfriend. Who they kind of still love. And he’s with a new person now. Who’s 

allergic to dogs. But this is the hero’s grandmother’s dog, the grandmother who 
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raised him from birth and gave up so much for him and who has nothing else in 

the world except him and this dog. He has to save this dog from the lava! By any 

means possible. You get the idea.  

[music] 

 

[26:05] Interviews 

The best stories contain many things that make readers turn pages: a voice you 

want to follow; anticipation, hope and dread; and concern that a beloved 

character comes through it okay.   

I asked some other authors about techniques they use and recommend to 

build tension in their stories. 

My first guest is Lena Coakley, who says that books are tools to help you 

invent the story of your own life. Lena is the author of three fantasy novels for 

young adults and two picture books. Her novels are all critically acclaimed and 

nominated for many awards. And they are all stories that grip their readers and 

don’t let go.  

[music] 

 

[27:05] Lena Coakley on planting questions 

CA: Do you have any techniques that you would recommend to young writers for 
building tension?  
LC: My favorite thing to read is when the author plants a question in my mind that 
I want answered and then sort of delays that answer. I think that's kind of a 
surefire way to get people to keep reading. So that's something I try to do. I think 
as new writers, we often get this great idea for a surprise, and we kind of build it 
up and then we give it away, give away the answer, too fast. But if you can kind of 
raise a question in the reader's mind and then kind of make them wait and wait 
and wait and hint and hint and hint at an answer and then delay that satisfaction. 
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I think when I was a new writer, I would think, Okay, you have to start with 
action to catch the reader's attention and draw them in. But I actually was reading 
for the CANSCAIP children's writing contest recently, and kind of one newbie 
mistake I noticed is that a lot of people think you have to jump in with this fast 
boom boom boom action. But if you don't know who the character is, who is 
being acted upon or who is acting, you don't really care. So I think having a little 
bit of character to start and then going into the action is probably a better idea. 

[music] 

 

[28:15] Sarah Raughley on raising stakes 

My next guest author is Sarah Raughley, who grew up writing stories about 

freakish little girls with powers because she secretly wanted to be one. Sarah is 

the author of five novels, including two young adult fantasy series with 

complicated plotlines and high stakes. Sarah is also an academic, so I should call 

her Dr. Raughley. And here is her advice to young writers.  

[music] 

SR: I think just making sure that you keep the stakes high, whatever your story is. 
Whether it's a story about a girl battling cancer or whether it's a big fantasy 
where they’re fighting monsters, there needs to be stakes. There needs to be 
consequences. If the character goes left, there’ll be this consequence. If the 
character goes right, there’ll be an even bigger consequence. So you always want 
to keep the readers on their toes, wondering whether they're going to choose this 
or that, whether they're going to go left or right. And if the stakes are very small, 
then maybe the readers won't be as invested. And how big or small those stakes, 
or what big stakes mean in your story, depends on the kind of story that you're 
writing. The stakes in The Fault in our Stars by John Green, those stakes look 
different than the stakes in my books. which are big fantasy books. But they're 
still high stakes. I think just making sure that you keep the readers worried is the 
one thing that I can say. 
[music] 

 

[30:00] Don Cummer on looking for trouble 
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My final guest today is Don Cummer, who divides his time between Canada and 

Ireland. Like me, Don is a short story writer who became a novelist. He has three 

young adult novels so far in his “Jake and Eli” series about two boys whose 

friendship is tested by the War of 1812.  

[music] 

DC: If there's two ways to go, and one way is the safe and sure way, and the other 
way is going to lead them into trouble, well… As the parent or as an uncle or as a 
friend, you want to steer your friends away from trouble. As the author, you steer 
them towards this trouble. So there's always that opportunity to just use your 
imagination and just say, Okay, how can this be made worse? How can you raise 
what they call the jeopardy? And that's a great thing to look at if you want to add 
some juice to your story.  
 I'm the author of historical novels for kids and I've got two characters, Jake 
and Eli. The essence of storytelling is these kids always have to get into trouble. 
And they're very good at getting into trouble on their own. As an author my job is 
to just nudge them even more. Sometimes I have to look at my own stuff and I 
think, Okay, I'm making it too easy for these guys. Where is the jeopardy? Then 
there's always a quest to find a case to make the stakes even higher. And in 
historical fiction there's all kinds of things you can do. All kinds of terrible things 
are happening in history, all kinds of impetus to get into trouble. 
[music] 

 

[31:30] Drafting and revising for tension. 

You might be a gifted writer who can draft a scene that’s beautifully paced and 

has all the tension it needs. But most writers add tension when they revise. Here’s 

Lena Coakley.  

[music] 

 

[31:45] Lena Coakley revises at every stage 
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LC: I believe in plot structure. But sometimes I have to impose it after I've written 
the first draft. Sometimes I'm trying to impose it while I write a first draft. It's 
always that balance. Because if you if you plot too much, if you try to stick too 
much to that outline, then I get bored. You know, I want to be a plotter. I want to 
be one of those people who kind of has it all on one sheet of paper and a 
beautiful outline, as we were all taught to do. And then after 20 minutes of 
writing, I've already diverged from my outline. I wish I could be one of those 
people who could just let it flow and get a first draft out really quickly. Every time 
I start a new book, I say I'm going to become one of those people, I'm not going to 
go back. And then I always hit a snag and I do. And I find that actually by going 
back and revising, it helps me find that place where maybe my book went off the 
rails. So I do. I go back and revise quite a bit. 
 

[32:45] Don Cummer revises to find the best pacing 

Don Cummer agrees that revising is the place to pay attention to tension 

[music] 

DC: One of the questions you ask is about writing versus revision. I do a lot of 
revision. And some of it is just starting from scratch. But a lot of it is going back 
and saying, Okay, am I saying too much here? Is the pacing slowing down? Is  
there enough jeopardy? And I think that the real hard work is often in the 
revision. Taking a good look at what you've done and saying, Okay, how can this 
be improved upon? What am I missing because I'm too attached to what I've 
written here? Is there a way to increase the jeopardy? Is there a way to make this 
character more compassionate? Is there a way to break the heart of the reader? 
You never want to try to purposely evoke tears, but sometimes you find that you 
write stuff and people say, Oh my God, that made me cry. You've done your job. If 
you try to make people cry, I find you won't. It’s just too forced. But if you're 
enough into the situation and you're aware enough of the poignancy of the 
situation, you end up writing something that can bring people to tears. 
[music]  
 

[34:00] Sarah Raughley plots and drafts and revises tension 

Sarah Raughley plans out her high-stakes stories before she writes them. But 

sometimes she’ll come up with new twists or ways to build tension. 
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[music] 

CA: Can you share a plot moment that came to you as a surprise as you were 
writing?  
SR: You know what? A lot of them come through editing, when I'm editing again 
and I realize, Oh, this needs some work. But I remember when writing the Effigy 
series, in the first book there's a scene where Maya—and you have to kind of read 
the book to understand why this is, but she's capable of summoning weapons. 
She falls out of a building. And I just thought at that moment, it would be really 
cool if she summoned her weapon – which is a giant scythe – right at that 
moment. And she uses that scythe to kind of slow down her momentum by 
pushing it into the wall of the building that she's falling down. And it was very 
anime. And I really liked the visual. The visual just came to me. And I hadn't really 
thought of that before.  I ended up writing it and it ended up being in the book. 
[music] 
 

[35:15] Don Cummer on vulnerable characters  

There are many ways to make readers invested in your story. Here’s Don Cummer 

on bringing readers to tears through a bit with a dog.  

DC: In my stories, it turns out that the favourite character, the one that brings 
people to tears, is a dog. Jacob’s got a dog, and everybody is worried about what 
the future of the dog is going to be, because the dog is in great jeopardy all the 
time. I sometimes get into conversations with other writers and my beta readers 
and I say, What would happen if the dog died? No, no, you can't kill the dog! And 
that seems to be one of the rules. If I want to lose my sympathy of my readers. 
And also, you know, the dog gives, forces the children to act like adults. The 
children are responsible for the protection of this dog. What are these kids going 
to do to make sure that the dog is safe? What happens in book one, there's a 
death warrant out for the dog. So the dog has to be hidden away. And so that 
gives me a chance to do a reunion. People say, Oh, you got me, tears pouring 
down my eyes because the boy is reunited with the dog. 
[music] 

 

[37:55] Lena Coakley got advice on raising stakes  
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Sometimes if you let someone read your story, they can suggest ways to build 

more tension. Here’s Lena Coakley talking about getting advice from her agent on 

how to raise the stakes in her novel, Witchlanders. 

[music] 

LC: There's definitely a monster at the end of Witchlanders. It's funny because I 
had, there were these kind of snow monsters that would come up and, you know, 
attack people. And I had that happening at the end, at the climax of the book. And 
my agent said, “We need something more because we've seen these snow 
monsters before. It can't just be more snow monsters. Why don't you make one 
gigantic snow monster?” And I thought—I don't want to sound sexist, but I 
thought. I'm so glad my agent is a boy because that's such a boy thought: make a 
giant monster. And it was a great idea and I ended up doing it. 
CA: That's the Power Rangers trick. You can go wrong. 
[music] 

 

[37:15] Sarah Raughly on stakes in a series 

Sarah Raughley writes high fantasy series. And so she needs not just to get 

readers to turn the page, but to pick up the next book, too. Here’s how she 

handles that.  

[music] 

SR: For the Effigy series, I knew that book 2 was going to have a cliffhanger. It was 
going to be, you know, a shocker to people. And so I didn't want it resolved. For 
the first book, I did want to give a sense that, Okay, this story has finished and 
now we're continuing on with the story, but it's been a few months and so on and 
so forth, but that sort of section of the story, it's drawn to a close. And then we 
can kind of open up a new chapter. But for the second book, I really wanted to 
feel a little bit like “Empire Strikes Back,” with Star Wars, where you know, it ends 
on this crazy cliffhanger and it just drives you right into the final act. Everybody 
wants to know what happens. So there are times when you want to do something 
like that. And there are times when that cliffhanger would be better suited in 
book 1. It depends on the kind of story that you're writing. It depends on the 
rhythm of the story. I think it's good to have a synopsis of all three books. 



Cabin Tales Episode 5 Transcript: “Squirm” 

 

 26 

Essentially you write out, maybe in one page or two pages double-spaced, the 
main plot points of the book. If you can do that for book 1, 2, and 3, then you'll 
have a sense of generally where the story is headed. So you can have a sense of 
whether there needs to be a cliffhanger in book one or book two or even book 
three. It depends on the kind of story that you're writing. 
[music] 

 

[39:00] Story Prompt:  

So now you know a few techniques to get readers to turn your pages. If your story 

has no tension, maybe you haven’t given us a character to root for. Or you 

haven’t told us what the character’s goal is. Or you haven’t put enough problems 

in the path to that goal. Or you haven’t written it in a captivating way.  

Make us feel for your characters and foreshadow what we’re about to go 

through with them. And go for the emotions.  

 My neighbour recently told me a heartbreaking story about his son, Simon. 

He’s a young teen with intellectual challenges, and he’s a really sweet kid. And he 

was invited to a friend’s cottage to see the fall leaves, and they all stayed over. 

Simon has a very hard time telling nice people apart from mean people. But my 

neighbour had known these other kids for years and he thought they were nice. 

But really, anyone can be nice to their friend’s father, right? No matter what 

they’re planning.  

 So, Simon brought a lot of things to the cottage, because he was super 

excited to be going overnight without his dad. And so he brought books and art 

supplies and a whittling kit—he’s a very talented carver—and he also brought his 

bunny. He has a pet rabbit—she’s a little grey furball. Her breed is called a Jersey 

Woolly and her name is Woolly. Simon named her. She’s tiny, like two pounds. 

And Simon carries her around in a satchel when she’s not in her hutch. He doesn’t 
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feel comfortable without her. And the parents of the friends he was staying with 

said they didn’t care if he brought her. And Simon’s father said it was okay so long 

as he brought Woolly’s carrying case to keep her in when they went swimming 

and hiking and everything – because obviously you don’t want a pet rabbit lost in 

the woods. 

And that’s your story prompt for today. I have a lot more story to go with it 

but I’m not going to tell you because you can make up yours. You have everything 

you need. You have a vulnerable protagonist who’d do anything to protect his 

little bunny. You have a suggestion that the friends aren’t really friends at all, and 

their parents are going to be oblivious to whatever they get up to. And I told you 

straight off that the story would break your heart. So. You’re prepared for 

something awful. 

That is a complete fabrication, by the way. My neighbour has no children. 

So don’t feel too sorry for Simon or little Woolly because they don’t exist. And you 

can take their story anywhere you want it to go. Build more tension. Draw out the 

dread. Make us squirm. But please don’t kill the bunny. Make us worry that the 

bunny will die, but don’t actually kill the bunny. Sweet little bunnies aren’t like 

mean big sisters. It’s not funny when they get eaten. 

[music] 

 

[41:35] Thanks and housekeeping 

If you do write your own tale, send it me through the Contact Form on the 

website at CabinTales.ca, and I’ll consider reading it on the show in October in a 

special Halloween podcast of student stories. You’ll find submission guidelines on 

the website at CabinTales.ca. You’ll also find a full transcript of this episode. And a 
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fright-free version. And you’ll find links to the excerpts in the shownotes, along 

with guest author bios.  

I want to thank today’s guests – Don Cummer, Sarah Raughley, and Lena 

Coakley. 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 5.5, “Author Interviews about Pacing.” That’s 

a “talking tales” format – interviews only – and my guests will be Kate Inglis, Lisa 

Dalrymple, David MacArthur, Jeff Szpirglas, and Marty Chan. They’ll have great 

advice to share with young writers who want to make a reader turn the page.  

If you want to be informed every time a new episode of Cabin Tales comes 

out, you can go to the website at CabinTales.ca and click to follow the blog by 

email. Or subscribe to the podcast from Podbean, iTunes, TuneIn, Stitcher, or 

many other streaming platforms. Just search for Cabin Tales and subscribe.   

 

[42:50] Monster Movie Quote 

And that’s all for this week. I hope you’ve found ways to build tension in your 

story and you’re bursting with ideas as to how to put your characters in jeopardy 

and your readers on the edge of their seats. And if you’re still trying to think of 

ways to do that, well, as a Hollywood monster hunter once said, “Why don’t we 

just wait here for a little while, see what happens.” 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.  

[crickets] 


