Writing a Fictional Story from a Real Conversation

"Ello?"  

"Hello, Granny."  

"Ello?"  

"Hello, Granny.  This is Jack."  

"Jackie's not home."

"Granny, this is Jackie."

" Jackie 's not home. He went camping."

"Camping? 

" Jackie went camping." 

"Is Mom there?  I need to talk to Mom, Granny.  It's important."  

"Everybody's out to dinner. Bye."

"Granny, it's me, Jack." 

"Jack went camping.  Bye."

"No, wait!"  

She hung up.

What if? What would make this story more dramatic? When is Mikey calling? What problem could he have that would make for a more dramatic, exciting or funny story?
Get the Story Up and Running With Dialogue: Don't worry about juggling the setting, descriptions, actions, etc. Just let your characters reveal themselves as they talk 

Change the Names: Change the names so you can be free to make whatever changes the fictional story needs.

Let the dialogue do the work: Rather than explain everything, try to let the reader eavesdrop on the characters and figure out the problem, setting, etc. themselves–as much as possible.
Don't Over-Plan: Write the first draft as if you are the first reader. Be open to surprise. (No surprise for the writer, no surprise for the reader.
Mikey's Not Home
"Ello?"  Oh no. It was Granny.

"Hello, Granny."  I tried not to let the disappointment show in my voice. If she answered, no one else was home.

"Ello?"  

"Hello, Granny.  This is Mike."  I imagined her in the kitchen, holding the phone like a foreign object in her hand, pushing a strand of gray hair out of her eyes, smoothing it toward her bun.  

"Mikey's not home."

"Granny," I said quickly before she could hang up, "this is Mikey."

"Mikey's not home," she repeated firmly, then explained, "He went camping."

"Camping?"  Camping?  How did she come up with camping?  She must have known someone who went camping once in Colorado.  Or maybe she just wasn't listening when I left last fall.  "This is me, Granny, Mikey.  I'm calling from Colorado."

"Mikey went camping." I could picture her looking at the receiver as she shouted into it, yelling louder because it was long distance.  Technology made her nervous.

"Is Mom there?" I asked desperately.  I knew I should have hung up on the tenth ring.  "I need to talk to Mom, Granny.  It's important."  Instead, I waited, counting the rings, as she worked her way across the house, carefully placing the walker and stepping.  Place.  Step.  Place.  Step.  Probably wondering as she went how her Mikey was enjoying his camping.  She couldn't get the concept of taking a year off from college.  Or traveling around the country just to see it.

"Everybody's out to dinner," Granny shouted.  "Bye."

"Granny, it's me, Mike." I made one last desperate attempt.  I was only allowed one phone call. 

"Mikey went camping," I heard faintly.  She was already moving the phone away from her face.  "Bye."

"No, wait!"  I cried.

Click.

I could almost see her there as she hung the phone up roughly in its cradle.  She turned.  Place.  Step.  Place.  She worked her way back to the family room and the Catholic Digest she'd left on the couch.

"What happened?" Barry asked, waking me out of my daydream.

"Granny thinks I'm camping.  Didn't know it was me and hung up."

Barry started to laugh, a spitting, held-in laugh.  "But you've been gone for six months."  His laugh grew more desperate as he realized what it meant.

"I don't know.  Colorado.  Camping."  I shook my head.  "Don't worry, we each get a phone call," I tried to reassure him.  At least I thought we each got a phone call.

"Yeah, but you were calling your parents to send for your money from your savings account."  Barry's body sagged as he put his head against the wall.  "I'm calling mine to send their money from their precious retirement fund for our bail."

"We'll pay them back."  Then I added, "Or we could wait and try Granny again later."

"No."  Barry looked at the barred doors in the back of the police barracks, took a deep breath and pulled his shoulders back.  "I don't want to do this."

"You don't have to tell your parents everything," I said, following his eyes across the room full of state troopers typing reports at their desks or questioning suspects.  Sgt. Matthews saw we were finished and marched over.

"Well?" he asked.

"Well, my grandmother answered and hung up."  I tried to explain it to him.  "She didn't know it was me.  She thinks I'm camping.  She's kind of senile." 

He started to crack a smile, but caught himself and snapped back to his official, stone-faced persona.

"Barry's calling his parents," I added.

"You've got two minutes."  Matthews turned on the heel of one boot and marched off.

"All right Barry, tell them about the speeding- except make it 80 rather than 90, tell them about the broken tail light, but don't mention the dragging muffler or the changing drivers while the car was moving."

"But that's not enough for a $500 bail."

"Sure it is.  Out-of-state car, red neck cops."  I tried to convince him.  "Mention Smoky and the Bandit."  The thing I hated about hanging out with Barry is always having to pretend I wasn't scared.  I was terrified.  Talking to Granny only reminded me that I was an eastern, suburban, nineteen-year-old out west for the first time, and in over my head.  We needed 500 bucks each or we'd spend a night, maybe more, in jail.  

"If they're not buying it," I said, "tell them about the muffler, but just say it had a little hole in it."

I knew we could never mention the changing of the drivers, even though we had perfected the technique.  We'd done it dozens of times driving cross-country.  If I was driving, I would take my foot off the accelerator and Barry would slide over and put his left foot on it, with hardly a pause in the car's speed.  Barry would grab the wheel and I would slide, snake-like, over the headrest and into the rear seat.  It was really very easy, safe and it saved us at least five minutes each time.

I guess we were concentrating too much to notice the unmarked police car pull alongside and then keep pace to watch the whole procedure.

It's good Granny couldn't see her Mikey now.

When Barry finally got the nerve up to call, it rang and rang.

"Maybe they went away."  Barry shifted the phone to the other ear.  "Maybe the phone is broken."

"Maybe they went out to the store," I suggested.

"No, it's six o'clock in Connecticut.  My father's always sitting in his chair, sipping a gin and tonic and watching the Channel 2 news.  That is, if they aren't away somewhere."

"Maybe you dialed the wrong number."  I was trying to get the image of Barry's adults-only living room out of my head.  "Barry, I didn't know anyone ever sat on those chairs."  Barry hung up and re-dialed.

"I should have my own number down by now," Barry said.  "Maybe they're on vacation."  Suddenly his face grew pale and his jaw dropped.  I turned to see one of the state troopers unlock the barred door and lead a handcuffed prisoner down the aisle of jail cells.

"Are we next?"  Barry asked and tried to smile.

"Come on, they're not going to handcuff us."

"Maybe that'll be our cellmate."  From the back the prisoner looked strikingly like Charlie Manson.

"I've got it, Barry!"  I said, a plan hatching in my head.  "I'll use your phone call to call Granny back."

"So she can hang up again?" 

"I'll tell her I'm at camp," I said.  "I think it'll work."

"Well." Barry tried not to look at Charlie.  "It better work."

Rrrring.   Rrrring.   Rrrring.   Maybe Mom came home from dinner.   Rrrring.   Rrrring.   Rrrring.   I just had to hope Granny didn't fall down on her way to the phone.  Rrrring.   Rrrring.   Rrrring.   I also had to hope that she heard it ring.  Rrrring.   Rrrring.   Rrrring.   And I had to hope that this plan worked.   Rrrring.   Rrrring.   Rrrring.   I had a lot of things to hope for.   

"Ello?"

"Hello, Granny?  Camping's going great!  It's really beautiful.  We're sitting around the campfire right now."  I racked my brain for some other camping image.  "No thanks, guys.  I don't want another marshmallow,  I'm on the phone.  Could you keep the singing down?"

I could see the state troopers all turn toward me.  I guess, carried away in my method acting technique, I was yelling too loud.  I could see Sgt. Matthews get up and march towards us.

"Yeah, that's right, Granny, it's me Mikey."

"Yeah, but listen, I've got a problem.  I need some money for supplies."

"Right!  Tents and boots and back packs.  You know, camping stuff."

"Right!  I need you to write down this number and have Mom call me."  I could hear Barry explaining the plan to the Sarge.  "Granny this is very important.  Can you write it on the chalk board?

"Good!  Ready?  719......   Right.  555.....   Good 72... yes  44.....  Can you read it back to me?"

"Right.  That's it!  Good.  Mom needs to call me as soon as she gets in.  It's ah..."  I searched for some image that would make her remember.  Something that would keep Barry and me from spending the night with Charlie.  "It's a... a bear, Granny.  I need this money for a tent to stay away from the bears."

But I'd gone too far.  "It's not funny, Granny.  Bears.  What?  No, I'm not up to anything."

"What?"

"What do you mean I'm always up to something?"  I could hear Sgt. Matthews laughing with Barry and the other state troopers gathered around the phone.  All work had stopped in the room.  Granny and I were on center stage.  And I was afraid I was going to lose her.

"Hold on a minute, Granny."  I held my hand over the phone.  "Sgt. Matthews, could you talk to her please.  She needs to hear the voice of authority to know how serious this is."  He smiled and nodded his head.

"Granny, hold on.  My camp counselor wants to talk to you."

"Ma'am.  It's important you send Mikey the money."  Even he was calling me Mikey now.  

"Yes Ma'am."

"Bear?"  He hesitated.  "Yes."

"Well, sort of his counselor, Ma'am."

"Yes Ma'am, I'll tell him."  He handed me the phone.  "Send Granny a postcard."

"Yes sir!"  I practically saluted as I took the phone.

"Granny, remember to tell Mom the minute she walks in."

"Okay.  Bye."

It all worked out somehow.  Mom called back and gave me a lecture for speeding and trying to fool Granny, but she wired the thousand dollars.  Sgt. Matthews said we could pay the fine right away and skip a trial.  Barry and I taped together the muffler and drove out of the Police Barracks as fast as the law would allow.

When we stopped later at a rest stop to change drivers, I found a postcard for Granny and mailed it off.  It read:

Dear Granny,

The camping is great.  Wish you were here.  Counselor Matthews says to say hello.  That's a picture of me on the front.  See me over in the right hand corner shaking hands with the bear.  See you soon.



Love, Mikey

Jack Powers
