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Consider Rebecca Makkai's discussion of "backstage decisions" and Angela Flournoy's discussion of 
establishing character hierarchies. Notice how Edith Wharton, in "Xingu," established the interiority 
and the social position of each character through description and dialogue in the present moment of 
the story as well as through description of offstage history and offstage relationships. Consider how 
Wharton then destabilized the group's hierarchy and their expectations for how the story of their 
afternoon would unfold, as Margot Livesey discussed in her talk, by introducing a new character 
(Osiris Dane). Consider how Wharton carried her story's plot forward by making unexpected use of 
a previously established character's (Fanny Roby) interactions with this new character. 
 
Write a short story (or a long scene, if you prefer) centered on four female characters. 
 
It might seem daunting to create four female characters with distinct personalities, but there are 
many ways to establish basic differences - some could be children, some could be elderly; some 
could be related, some could be strangers; some of the relationships could be friendly or loving and 
others competitive or combative. If you would like to take on a larger cast, feel free to expand to 
five or more characters (female or not). And if you feel uncertain about managing four characters, 
remember: you don't have to show us everything about each of them. Some of them can be more 
important in your hierarchy than others. And you are welcome include non-binary gender 
orientations in your application of the word "female." 
 
Start by using three of your characters as Wharton used most of hers: to create a group or alliance of 
some sort. 
 
We'll call these characters A, B, and C here, but you can name them whatever you want, of course. 
This could be a social group, as in "Xingu," or a family group, or a group of friends or work 
colleagues; or it could be a group of people who have been thrown together by an accident or a 
chance event. Begin to tell the story of this group, who they are and what they're doing together. 
Thinking back to our class on point of view, try using one character's perspective to show the reader 
what another character is like. You can do this with description, dialogue, and/or action: for 
example, you could you use A's thoughts to show us who B is and what their relationship is like, 
then use a conversation between B and C to show us that A is not entirely correct about who B 
really is. Remember to think about at least one character's central desires, so that those desires drive 
the description, dialogue, and action that you're using to create a picture of this group. 
 
Look carefully at the story that has formed so far and begin to decide what shape it should have. 
Then take a new, definite step: introduce your fourth character. 
 
Where does your story seem to be leading you? How do you think it should end? Use the entrance 
of your fourth character, whom we'll call D, to disrupt the relationships, the patterns, the plans that 
A, B, and C have been building and carrying out so far. Use her to thwart someone's desire, or 
everyone's desires. 
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D doesn't have to be a stranger to A, B, and C: she just has to be new to the current scenario in 
some way. Backstage, you may have decided that A, B, and C know her very well; she could be their 
sister or their mother or their boss. They may like her or hate her; they may be glad to see her or 
sorry; and their opinions of her may change as they see how she has disrupted their plans. 
 
Use your four characters' actions and interactions to carry the story to completion. 
 
D's interactions with A, B, and C will create a problem, maybe several problems. How should your 
four characters address this problem that D's existence has produced? Consider what steps do you 
want some or all of them to take to resolve the problem, or partially resolve it, or fail to resolve it 
altogether. They may not all have the same idea of what to do: some may try to transform the 
situation, others to escape it. 
 
This is a process of discovering plot by experimenting with cast. 
 
You'll note that this assignment doesn't require you to decide what your plot is ahead of time. It asks 
you to create a cast of characters, identify one or more characters' desires, choose one or more 
points of view, use those desires and points of view to bring action and momentum to your cast, and 
then consciously take steps to determine how their story turns out. Your moderators will address the 
issue of plot in different ways in their discussions. Let them know what this process was like for you! 
 


