LETTER FROH HARY DOWNING HAHM AFTER SHE RECEIVED
THE I0OWA CHILDREN'S CHOICE AMARD FOR WAIT TILL HELEH CORES

To all of you -- Thank youl! I wieh I cowld be vith you in person to tell
you how nuch the Iowa Children’s Choice Award mesns ta me.
Whenever | telk to boys end girls about Wait Till Helen Comes, [ am

invarisbly asked, "Where did you get the idea for this book?” Thinking you
might aleo be curious, I will tell vou a little bit about what it‘s like Lo
write a ghoet =ztory.

The idea for Helen actumlly began several years ago when I was writing my
second book, The Tise of the Witch. In that story, a girl named Laura and her
little hrother Jason are spending the summer in a rescte area of West Virginia;
they are very unhappy about their perente’ decision to get a divorce, and,
when a strange old woman offers to cest a epell to keep bhelr parents
together, Laura provides the :tems the witch nesds. Ton late, Laurs ciscovers
the old voman is not the family friend she claimed to be.

Ir the original wersion of thim story, Laura nests a girl, mot an old woman,
in thke forest and quickly becomes her friend. As the days pass, Lhe nyaterious
girl gesine contral over Leura, and pventually possesses her much as Helen
posgeages Heather. Graduslly Laura realizes she iR in danger, not juet from
her friend but from her friend’'s parents, witches vho died in a fire eet by
Laurs’s ancegtpre many years ago.

After miruggling with the plot for many weehks, I decided that having witches
and ghosts in one etory vas wore than I could handle. Reluwctantly, T get rid
cf the girl ghost and concentrated on the witch Houde, a real old Woman very
much alive,

Although I war plessed with the finel menuscript, 1 found nyself thinking
eften about sy girl gheet and wishing I had & story for her. Tou could almost
gay she haunted me for several years while I worked on other stories, realistic
navele that had no supernatural elements.

Then one winter day, =y daughter Hete suggested we drive out into the
{arwland surrounding Columbia. The parente of a friend had bought an old
country church; they lived in a wing they had added to the original buwilding
and vere uming the church itself am a emall gallery Lo display their poitery
end paintings.

We drove for hald en hour through the rolling Marylasnd countryside, and
then, as we rounded m curve in the road, we sav a little vhite churah
purrounded by wood2 and fields. After parking my car, I noticec & tall hedge,
and, being a ncey person, 1 pesked over it. Belore me vas & small graveyard
full of old tombetones tipped this way and that, streased by years of rein and
gnow, their incriptione almost worn away.

*You, ' 1 thought, "What must it be like to have o cemetery in your ovn back
yard?!"®

Although 1 enjoyed looking at the pottery in the church, wmy mind wae
elgewhere, bueily inventing a plot fer a story. With Helen, the fire, and the
ruined house by the pond ready and waiting, I only had to invent Hally,
Nichael, and Heather and their painful relationship to met my story ianto
actian.

Becausze I love reading ghost stories, [°m glad I succeeded in making Wait
i1l Helen Comes scary. We all love a good chill now and then, especially if
it'm on the printed page and we’'re safely curled up in an armchairl

But thers's more to s ghast story than goome bumpe -- in the best ones, the
vriter uses the supernatural world tc say sosething about the seal vorld. In
ny mtary, I wanted to mhov the healing power of love. To do this, I linked
Heather, & lonely, guilt-racked child, with Helea, a ghost egually lonely and
guilt-racked.



