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>>I thought I would talk about stories and storytelling, which may seem incredibly basic, because it 

might be the first urge you have when you want to write a story. But it also, I find, that a lot of 

advanced writers and even many published writers I know, we talk about storytelling: it's all we talk 

about. And they seem like they're going to be the same thing, because what is a story without a 

storyteller or the opposite. 

 

All of us know a great storyteller, like "the grandpa" or something, or maybe just one of our friends, 

whenever we see them at the end of the day they have some amazing story to tell. And you just 

think, how do all these great things happen to them? Where do they get these stories? They must 

have gathered them over the years and they're just so lucky that they have great things happen to 

them or maybe they're messed up and make great things happen to them. 

 

And I think two things are going on with these people, and one is maybe they're instigating stories 

around them, but probably they're paying attention to absolutely everything, and they're filling it 

away as a possible story. So even the smallest incident on the subway or buying food at McDonald's 

turns into a story because they were paying attention to the interaction and that it was funny to 

them. In the way that there are some people on Facebook that always have some amazing picture or  

something like that on the street. It's not that they're walking down amazing streets, it's that they're 

paying attention. 

 

And then the other thing they're doing is that they either have the talent or they are working on 

being a storyteller, and that means that they are telling the story in a particular way. And that's what a 

writer has to figure out beyond just the impulse to tell the story: to connect to the audience and have 

them feel the impact of the story. 

 

And we've all done this in joke-telling, like where you're a kid and you hear some great joke, and you 

try to repeat it, and it doesn't work. And something feels unfair about the universe when that 



 

happens. And so you try it again on your parents and you try it again, you change it a little bit, and 

that changing a little bit is you figuring out how to tell the story properly and make the joke land, get 

the timing right, and you finally got a solid joke. And I have a bunch of jokes that I think are really 

funny and that no one ever laughs and I am clearly telling them wrong and they're clearly just jokes 

for me, myself, not to share with others. And sometimes we write stories like that: they just don't 

connect even though they're perfect, but they're just for us. 

 

And there is something beautiful in the immediacy of the story that we have an urge to tell, which I 

think, when we're a beginning writer, there is some story, often our own story, that we are longing to 

tell. And to try to manipulate it in any way would sort of ruin the purity of it in some way. If you 

have that story and you have that luck to have that impulse, then by all means, put it down. 

 

But a lot of the time what we need in order to tell a personal story best, to connect with other 

people, is to have a kind of distance. And that's why we think, "so this funny thing happened to me 

today," and then there's, "this sad thing happened to me twenty years ago." You know? There's a 

difference. The comedy thing, it's funniest if it sounds like it just happened to you, but often when 

you read great works, they are looking: "I sit here in the old age home looking back on..." (Well, that 

doesn't sound like a great book, but you know.) But like "To Kill a Mockingbird" is really not, "I'm a 

little girl in the South," but "I remember that kind of town that is gone forever now and the things 

that happened to me then." 

 

And that distance allows the narrator, you, to tell the story any way you want, because if it's 

happening right now then it has to happen in the exact order it happens. But if you are looking back 

on the past, you can say, "let me start further back," or "let me start in the middle," or "now I have 

to go back and tell you all about my brother." 

 

Just this last weekend I was up in a rural community in Canada where my nieces live, in Argenta, 

Canada which is this tiny little town of 50 people -- 50 families, but 100 people -- and they're not 

wired to electricity and they're not wired to the water system. They do their own stuff and raise goats 



 

and have cheese. And I asked them about crime in their town, and my niece who's 15 years old, she 

said, "oh this amazing thing happened to me. I had this scarf stolen from me when I was walking 

down this path." 

 

And her dad said, "Wait, wait, wait. Let me tell it." And he said, "Long ago, in the 90s, there was a 

professor in New Hampshire." And she's like, "Why are you starting back there?!" 

 

And he said, "Just wait! Let me tell it!" He went all the way out of the town into New Hampshire to 

this professor who had, I think he had done something terribly illegal, and he fled with his two sons  

off to this small town, and then they were extradited -- there's this long story that ended up with one 

of the sons, with a pregnant bride, in this small town, fleeing the Canada police, who are trying to 

get her to a hospital. And they hid in the woods, and this scarf was stolen by this man in order to 

swaddle their new baby who they had in the forest. And that was the story. 

 

The story's not "I had a scarf stolen for a baby born." The story is the hardship and the tough path 

these people had and the strange choices they made and the kind of heartwarming Little House on 

the Prairie ending of swaddling the baby in the scarf. And who cares about the scarf right? The 

story's not the scarf. And the dad knew that, and that's why he took it away from his daughter even 

though it didn't happen to him. And I think that's the kind of patience and thoughtfulness that you 

take when you go to a story. 

 

One thing to do is to consider a family story of your own. There's these family stories that are always 

told and that don't make sense to any outsiders because they don't know the people involved and 

what they mostly don't know are the dynamics involved in the family. If you take a family story and 

you try to tell it from another person's point of view, it can be revealing. 

 

There is a family story that I never understood. It was about me, and when I was four years old, my 

grandparents from the rural South in the United States came to visit me -- not me, my family -- me 

and my twin brother and my parents. And we went to an Italian restaurant which was a very 



 

outrageous thing to go to back then for them. And I think spaghetti was very exotic to them. And I 

ordered calamari, which was not common in the 1970s. And I was four and I ordered squid. And my 

grandmother just could not - this was the funniest thing in the world. She asked me how it tasted, 

and I said happily, "it tastes like rubber bands!" And I don't think it's a funny story. I don't get it. 

 

But she would tell that every time I saw her until she died; she thought that was the funniest thing. 

And I thought, "Why is she telling that story?" I mean, it . . . said something about country city folk 

I guess, maybe? And I wrote it down. And I wrote the story from the perspective of the waiter in 

the Italian restaurant, watching the family. And I put - somehow that allowed me to have this other 

person imagine the dynamic in the family. And I discovered in writing the story that it was really my 

grandmother singling me out as someone she thought of as different -- peculiar but special in the 

family -- and that she was marking me by that story from when I was four years old and maybe 

adventurous or something. And which delighted and scared her and so that - she didn't know why 

she liked that detail but this waiter did and I manage because of that outside view. 

 

And by telling this story not when I was four years old, like I told you, I mean probably you didn't 

laugh when I told that story. Telling it out of order and looping back into the past of the characters 

as this waiter imagined them, and going back to them getting into the car in the snow and driving 

into the restaurant - telling it any way I wanted for what suited the emotion I wanted the reader to 

feel. And I will tell you that's the first story I ever got published - in Esquire magazine. 

 

So it's a success story, but I think part of it was that enough time had passed that I had read enough 

to know that stories could be made in different ways. Because when you first start reading fiction the 

joy of it is to think that it just sprung out of the writer's mind directly like a beam of light onto the 

page and inspiration. And it feels like that for a long time when you first start writing. And only after 

a long time do you realize that these people thought before they wrote down how they were going to 

tell it and the best way to do it.  

 

The point of view, the tense, the point of telling (which is how far in the future you are from when it 



 

actually happened), and the order of the sequences of events -- they think about that before they put 

it down. And only when you realize that can you go back and maybe reread your favorite books. 

And this time, not be swept away by the magic of the storytelling and the Narnia, lions, and witches. 

But look at how it's told. And by that I mean specifically, technically, paragraph by paragraph the 

order in which things occur, the transitions between an emotional moment and a description and 

when dialogue shows up and when it's just reported. 

 

We talk about two hours about various things rather than five pages of talking about things. Those 

choices, which you could have in multiple sessions here about what all those are, but the first stage is 

just to start reading your favorite books -- rereading them -- this time looking at how it was made; 

the way that a carpenter would go into a shop and or museum and look at the way something's made 

- that they could imitate it themselves. 

 

And I think there is caution always in imitating other writers because we're ourselves. We're 

expressing ourselves, and we want to just be - we don't want to be an imitation of another writer. 

But if you do that you end up reinventing the wheel, and you'll end up picking up a book that 

figured something out, technically, that you've been working on for months. 

 

And I always look at my bookshelf. If I'm having trouble with my writing I look at my bookshelf 

and I think, "The answer's here somewhere. And if I'm attuned enough, I can look along the 

bookshelf and pick out the books I think it might be in, and I read those books, and if it's not 

working for me, then I toss it aside. But the important thing is -- I don't think it's bad for a 

beginning writer to specifically and purposefully imitate a writer they admire, as long as they know 

they're doing it and they signal to everyone that they are doing it, just to see what that writer is doing 

and kind of trace what they're doing. 

 

And the next step would be just to look at their technique and notice that you're allowed to take that 

technique, because they didn't necessarily invent it. They used it. For instance, one that I've taken a 

lot is, I think I read it in A Handful of Dust by Evelyn Waugh, which is to withhold an important 



 

piece of information. 

 

You would say she leaned down and then she told me something that would change my life forever. 

I walked out of the room and went into the winter night and looked at the, and you're like 

describing this long thing and the reader is like, what was it? What was it? 

 

And you are creating suspense that doesn't actually exist in the moment. It only exists in the way 

you're telling it. And he walks down the winter sky, remembering the things she said, I will never 

love you, or whatever it was. I realized that if you withhold it, you create sort of artificial suspense 

on the page for the reader waiting for the story to be fully told. 

 

Now, it's a crutch, I shouldn't use it too much, but it was one of the first moments when I saw how 

something was made. And I thought it was delightful that the storytelling was better than the story 

itself. And I think once you start reading books and listening to good storytellers for how they put it 

together, you can take on those skills and start to make your own storytelling style, with its own 

technical quirks and interest, influenced by all of the writers that you love. 

 

Even writers that you don't love, but you admire their techniques. And then your bookshelf is like all 

of your great professors. You don't actually have to take year long graduate courses. You really just 

have to read as many books as you can, paying attention to how they're made. 

And if you do that then you become your own storyteller and you're able to take the stories that 

happen to you by paying attention to the world and make them into something that connects with 

the people who read. 


