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[0:00 crickets; music] Introduction 

Welcome to Cabin Tales: Spooky Stories for Young Writers. This is Episode 7.5: 

“Author Interviews about Endings.” Today’s episode is a “talking tales” format, 

which mean it’s all interviews, extending last week’s episode, “Just get it over 

with,” and keeping the focus on the subject of how to end your story. I’m 

Catherine Austen. And my guests today are great Canadian authors Lena Coakley, 

Karen Bass, Lisa Dalrymple, Ishta Mercurio, and Tim Wynne-Jones. They’ve 

published over fifty books between them – picture books, non-fiction, novels, and 

short story collections – and they’ve drafted and revised a lot of endings. They’re 

about to tell you how they like to end their stories, some troubles they’ve had 

getting to the end of things, and what they recommend to young writers who 

want to end their tales well. Whether you want readers to race to the finish of 

your story or reach the last page with reluctance to let it go, some good advice is 

coming up right now on Cabin Tales. So listen in.  

[crickets] 

 

[1:15] Commentary about endings 

To me, endings are the most important part of a story. How I feel when I close the 

book is the most important factor affecting how I judge that book. If I have 

delighted in the story all the way through but the ending disappoints me, I will not 

love that book. If I have kind of stuck with it and then the ending fills my heart, I 

will love that book. And yes, sure, you need a decent beginning and middle to get 

me to the end, but if you blow the ending, you will upset me. Because you will 
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have wasted so much of my time. If you blow the beginning, meh, I just won’t 

read it. You’ve actually have saved me time by writing a lousy beginning. Thank 

you. If you lose me in the middle because nothing happens or you veer off into 

confusion, well, I’ll feel okay that at least I cut my losses. So, thank you again. But 

if I stick with your book to the very end and the ending is meh or whaaa? well, I 

will not thank you. It’s like, remember before COVID when you would go out to a 

restaurant and you’d get really good service through the whole meal but then you 

had to wait 25 minutes to get your bill – that ruins everything. 

So yeah, endings are important. 

But what I consider a good ending is maybe not what you consider a good 

ending. For instance, I don’t like unfinished endings. I’ve read and enjoyed a few 

series, but I like each book to resolve in a definitive way. If I get to the end and 

discover that I have to wait for a sequel to get a resolution to a major plotline, I 

will not like that book. I will regret reading that book. But other readers love 

trilogies and for them, the more of a cliffhanger that second book ends on, the 

better. But for me, no, please, don’t end on a cliffhanger if you want your story to 

win my heart. Also, don’t start with someone running or waking up from a dream. 

Unless your story is awesome because then I might love it anyway. There are 

always exceptions. And you don’t need me to love your story. You have literally 

billions of other people to please. So, the person you have to please most with 

your ending is yourself. 

[music] 

 

[3:45] Author Interviews about Endings 

Last week, you heard from authors Frieda Wishinsky, Jeff Szpirglas, and Marty 
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Chan on what they like to see in an ending and how they get to the ends of their 

own books. Today you’ll hear from five more great Canadian authors about 

drafting and polishing the end of a story.  

First up is Tim Wynne-Jones. He’s the award-winning author of picture 

books, short stories, and novels for all ages. He was made an Officer of the Order 

of Canada for his contribution to Canadian literature. Tim’s most recent book is 

the story collection War at the Snow White Motel, which just came out this fall. 

You met Tim on the very first episodes of Cabin Tales talking about characters and 

settings. And now here he is talking about how he gets to the end of his books. 

[music] 

 

[4:30] Tim Wynne-Jones on discovering the ending along the way 

CA: Do you know the endings of your story before you begin? 
TWJ: No I don't, because I'm a pantser. Have you heard that term? No, I write by the seat of my 
pants. And I love it because to me that's part of the adventure, right? It’s like, “Okay, I've got 
something going here. I love what I've got going so far. What is going to happen next?” And it's 
not literally just the next chapter that I'm working on. I'm thinking down the road. I'm thinking, 
“Well, at some point this is going to have to happen.” But I don't plot. I don't sit down and write 
it an extended plot. And because of that, I don't know the ending. But at some point –usually 
before I'm about halfway – I have a pretty good sense of an ending. I don't know necessarily the 
mechanics of it, precisely what's going to happen. I remember when I wrote my first children's 
novel, which was The Maestro, I was about four or five chapters into it and I realized that the 
story had to end with a fire. And I don't know why I thought that. I just knew that that image 
came to mind and something was going to go up in flames. And I had to just begin to think, 
what is going to go up in flames and why it was going to go up in flames? And so it became a 
very important plot point even though I had no plot. It's like whatever I do, it's going to end in a 
fire, the climax of the story. That's when I begin to know the ending. And then with The 
Emperor of Any Place, which took 3 1/2 years – for me that's a long time to write a novel – I 
knew the outcome of the ending; I just didn't know how that ending came about. And it took a 
lot of long walks to sort that out. I kept coming up with different endings and they all were kind 
of, they were ending that, oh yeah this solves the problem, but that's all it did. It wasn't good. It 
wasn't strong or what I felt was strong. So yeah.  

[music] 
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[6:35] Lisa Dalrymple on writing and reading endings 

My next guest is Lisa Dalrymple, author of over 10 picture books and non-fiction 

books for young readers including, most recently, Fierce: Women who Shaped 

Canada. You met Lisa on episode 5.5 when she spoke about tension and how she 

is a plotter somewhat jealous of pantsers like Tim Wynne-Jones. Lisa’s ideas for 

her fictional books are sometimes sparked by reality, and the endings are 

sometimes influenced not just by her own ideas but also by an editor’s advice.  

[music] 

LD: When I first started out with my picture books, my stories were very much about my 
children. Admittedly, we took them only so far. So my middle child, Natalie, asked Santa for a 
polar bear for Christmas one year. And so that sort of became the background behind my story 
about Santa bringing Natalie a polar bear. Because we just kind of looked at each other and 
went, well, what would happen? Like what would happen seriously if a polar bear came and 
lived in our house? So that turned into the book. So it started in reality. Obviously, we don’t 
have a polar bear. So it took its own path. And once the editor who published it, Donna Francis 
at Creative Books – which is no longer; there’s now Breakwater – but when she got a hold of it, 
you know, the story went in a whole different way because she didn't like some of the elements 
that had been brought in that were extraneous and said, Well, let's focus on this polar bear 
here. And then it was that kind of developed into several other books. So.  
CA: Have you written a series? 
LD: I have. 
CA: And how do you feel about endings for stories that continue? 
LD: Like I enter a book and I have an expectation that it's going to take me – it doesn't have to 
be a clean ending, it doesn't have to be a happy ending, but it has to end. It can't just be a 
trailer for book two. I, that drives me crazy. 
CA: Yeah, I start to feel like they just want me to buy another book. 
LD: Exactly. I feel ripped off, right? Every book has to stand on its own, right? You have to be 
able to pick up book two – it's true it's much better if you've read book one, but the book two 
has to stand as a story on its own as well. And so does book three. And I think I do think that 
some series authors maybe need to keep track of that. 

[music] 

 

[8:55] Ishta Mercurio’s favourite endings 

My next guest is Ishta Mercurio, author of the acclaimed picture book, Small 

World. You met Ishta on Episode 3.5, talking about getting ideas, and on Episode 
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4.5, talking about building tension. And she said then that she does not usually 

know the endings of her stories when she begins. And here she is talking about 

endings she admires.  

[music] 

IM: To me, my favorite books are all the ones where the last lines circle back to the first line. I 
think that's why I did that in Small World, because to me that's what makes a book a whole. 
And it doesn't necessarily – like in Small World, the last line quite literally echoes the first line. 
You know, it's almost a repetition of the line. But you know, in other books like John Green's 
Looking for Alaska, the end kind of circles back to the beginning. Or An Abundance of 
Katherines.  I think most of John Green's books actually do this. So here's some advice: If you're 
writing a story, sketch out the first line but don't nail it down. You know, just start. Write the 
story, do all the craft revision stuff, plotting, character, whatever. Only after you've nailed down 
the end, then go back to the beginning and rewrite that first line. Because what you want is for 
the circle to meet at the end. For me anyway, the most satisfying endings always echo 
something that was said in the kernel of the beginning.  
CA: And do you have any favorite plot twists, maybe from your own work or maybe just from a 
work of fiction that you like? 
IM: Such a hard question! Because I can never just pick a favorite. There are so many good ones 
that are, like, not mine. I will say this: I hate a bad plot twist. A bad plot twist will make me put 
the story away. And the good plot twists are the plot twists where it feels like a twist but 
actually if you track back through the story you could see it coming. So for example, Tom Ryan's 
book Keep this to Yourself – it's a teen mystery novel and it's fantastic – has a good plot twist. 
So teen listeners who want to know what a good plot twist looks like should check that out. It's 
satisfying. You know what I mean? When it comes out of nowhere, the satisfying plot twist is 
when you can see the clues dribbled throughout the narrative but they’re so subtle that you 
don't realize you've picked up on them until the plot twist happens. That’s satisfying. So yeah, 
check out Tom Ryan's book, Keep this to Yourself. 

[music] 

 

[11:45] Karen Bass’s favourite final lines and series 

My next guest is novelist Karen Bass, who agrees that an echo of the beginning 

makes for a satisfying end. Karen is the author of gripping YA novels, including 

most recently Two Times a Traitor. You met Karen on episode 6 talking about the 

beginnings of stories. And here she is talking about the endings.  

[music] 
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KB: From my books personally, my favorite ending is The Hill basically because I love the last 
line, and the imagery of the lines with Wasaka Jack turning into a bird and as a bird flying away 
like a puff of smoke, right. And so I really like that image from my own books. From other 
people's books, my favorite last line has always been The Book Thief. And it's, his last line is: I 
am haunted by humans. And that is just such a shivery line. 
CA: And you've never written a series, have you? 
KB: Not that's published. I think. I wrote it after seeing the first “Lord of the Rings” about five 
times in the theatre. So that's where my brain was. Maybe I actually haven't written a series 
because that came out as one long book but it had three parts which broke very nicely into 
individual books. So I was like Tolkien in that regard, right? He wrote Lord of the Rings as one 
hugely long book and then the publishers said No, we're going to break it up. 
CA: So yours was more like three volumes? Because my next question was, if you had written a 
series, how do you make an ending satisfying in a book with a story that continues? 
KB: Well you know, I am working right now on hopefully what will be a series of middle grade 
fantasy, I guess. And I think with that one, you have to have an overarching framework for the 
whole series. Say if it's a trilogy, then each book in the trilogy would be an act in a three-act 
structure. And I think that you have to think about, at least very vaguely, what's going to 
happen in books two and three for the overall arch of the story, and then of course each book 
has its own story arc itself, right? So I think that would be the main thing with a series is make 
sure that you know the overall arc of where it's going. And for me, being a movie watcher, I 
always thought that a really good example of that actually was “Star Wars.” Because I was a big 
Star Wars fan. When the original trilogy came out, as a trilogy, it was a great three-act 
structure, right? It seems like they've won everything at the end of the first book, but oh, then 
you have the reversal in act 2 where no they're on the run for their lives. And at the end of the 
second movie, which is the end of the second act, you have a big reveal which is another major 
reversal. And then you go into act three, which was the third movie. So I think books need to 
reflect that same idea. 

[music] 

 

[14:40] Lena Coakley on reaching the end at last 

My final guest author today is Lena Coakley. She writes gorgeous YA and middle-

grade fantasy novels, including most recently Wicked Nix. You met Lena on 

Episode 5 talking about building tension. And here she is talking about the sorts of 

endings she likes and how, as a writer, it sometimes takes a while to get there.  

[music] 

CA: Do you have any endings that stick out in your mind either from your own books,  a way that 
you ended it that you just love, or from books that you admire? 
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LC: It really is such a disappointment when there's not a good ending and you've enjoyed the 
book up to that point. Again I would probably say Diana Wynne-Jones. Her endings are lovely. 
Just any of the Chrestomanci books or On Hawthorne or Fire and Ivy. [Fire and Hemlock] Now I 
can't remember the title, but they're very satisfying in general. And I could read Wuthering 
Heights over and over again. I think it's just such an amazing book, for character, for mystery, 
for just the beauty of the sentences, and also for setting. 
CA: That has a great last sentence. 
LC: Oh the last paragraph! I could just read it again and again. 
CA: You write complicated books. Do you know the ending of your story when you begin? 
LC: Well, two different questions, I think. Because I do often have a very clear idea of where I 
want to go and where I want to start. And then it's all this jumbled mass in between, with 
getting from that first point to that last point which I'm often unclear about. So often, you 
know, I have an idea of what a book is going to look like and by the time I've written it, it 
doesn't really look that similar.  

I didn't know I really wanted to be a writer until I was an adult I wasn't one of these kids 
to know they wanted to be a writer from the start. I did write as a youth. There were a lot of 
unfinished stories that went on for way too long and they got boring and went nowhere. So 
yeah, it took me a long while to figure out how to get to the end. I mean, you're so in love with 
that idea when you start out. You are inevitably going to become bored if you're writing a novel 
and, you know, want to start something else. For me it's just coming back to it and finding the 
joy in it again, and keeping yourself interested in your own story. Because novels take years 
sometimes. 

[music] 
 

[17:05] Commentary on satisfying and sad endings  

One thing that makes an ending satisfying is that it makes good on the promise that 

you laid out at the beginning of your story. You may not think you made any 

promises, as an author at the beginning of your story, but you did. You told me 

what kind of story I was reading and who or what it was about. And I kept reading 

because it was the kind of story I like. If you change it into a different kind of story 

or make it about something or someone else, or tack on an ending that has nothing 

to do with the story you set out to tell in the beginning, I’m going to be unsatisfied. 

In fact, dissatisfied. I may not even be able to articulate why, but I will feel it. 

There’s just something not right about how it all turned out.  
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 The path that opens up at the beginning of your story – even if it branches 

off and winds around through the middle – should lead somewhere at the end. We 

shouldn’t hop off that path and take a plane to the ending. And the balance that is 

upset at the beginning of your story should be restored in some way, into a new 

normal, at the end.  

 There are some conventions about that in different genres of writing. In a 

mystery, the crime – who did it and why – should be solved at the end. Otherwise 

your readers will be disappointed. And love stories should have love. And if the 

love is lost at the end, well, the lover should at least treasure the memory. Like 

Tennyson said: I hold it true, whate’er befall,/ I feel it when I sorrow most,/ Tis 

better to have loved and lost/ Than never to have loved at all. Don’t end your love 

story with the conclusion that love stinks and it’s not worth the hassle. Unless it’s a 

comedy. Comedies can be dark and cynical. But I prefer a goofy comedy. Realistic 

fiction, whether historical or contemporary, will not ring true if the ending is 100% 

happy. But it will not please readers if it’s completely despairing. And spooky 

stories, well, they can end in almost any fashion at all. There’s an old kids’ movie 

called “The Pagemaster” in which a boy is magicked into a world of books, and the 

Horror books says, “Horror always has sad endings,” to which the Fantasy book 

replies, “I come from a world of happy endings. Why don’t you come with us?” 

[music] 

 

[19:35] Author Interviews about sad endings 

I asked today’s guest authors how they feel about sad endings. Here’s Karen Bass, 

who actually prefers an ending that isn’t completely happy. 

[music] 
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[17:10] Karen Bass likes mixed endings 

KB: Full on sad I don't necessarily like. Like if you're going to kill off your main character, I'm 
probably not there with you. Because, you know, I made the journey cheering for that 
character and then… Yeah, I don't like it when they do that. But mixed endings, I'm a big fan of 
mixed endings. And quite often mine are. The main issue is resolved in a way that’s satisfactory, 
I think, in terms of, Wow you survived the outcome, the encounter with the monster, but 
there's a bittersweetness there, which is kind of like life, right? You know, not everything turns 
out the way that you want it to turn out. You know, maybe a secondary character died. Or 
maybe you’re forever changed in some way that's sad or physically or whatever it is. I just like 
those sort of mixed endings. 

[music] 
 

[20:40] Lena Coakley cries at her own endings  

Lena Coakley doesn’t mind a sad ending either. And like many writers, she cries 

while she writes her own poignant endings.  

CA: How do you feel about sad endings? 
LC: I like them. I like a little bit of melancholy. I like to have a little bit of a cry sometimes. I'm a 
big sap. I will cry at the drop of a hat. So an ending that makes me cry, I have no objection. 
CA: And have you written endings that were sad? 
LC: Oh, I have cried at almost every one of my books. Because again, I'm a big sap. Certainly 
Wicked Nix and his family situation that you learn. I actually would go to my writing group and 
read them a passage and cry through it. And then I would look at them and they wouldn't be 
crying and I'd say, “What's wrong with you? Do you have hearts of stone?” And they'd be like, 
“You're doing all the crying! We can barely hear you.” [laughter] 
CA: How do you feel about tormenting your characters? 
LC: It has to be done. You love them. You want them to be successful. But you can feel – and I 
do this, I baby my characters. You know, I want to give them the easy solution. I think that's 
part of the reason why it takes me so long to write a book is that I have to start putting them in 
more jeopardy and trusting that they have the resources, or that they’ll find the resources to 
meet those challenges. 

[music] 

 

[22:00] Lisa Dalrymple says sad endings reflect reality 

Lisa Dalrymple is also open to sad endings in children’s books, and she reminds us 

that many young readers are dealing with sad realities. 
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CA: You mentioned that endings don't have to be happy. How do you feel about sad endings? 
And is there a difference, do you think, for children's literature and adult literature? 
LD: I am perfectly – I don’t want to say ‘comfortable’ with life – literature reflects life, right? 
And life doesn't always come to a happy ending. Every chapter of our lives ends differently. And 
I think there’s definitely a place for all different kinds of endings in stories, in children's 
literature and adult literature. I think that kids are dealing with many similar issues that adults 
are dealing with, and sometimes much bigger because of additional anxieties and maybe less 
experience confronting some of the things that are going on in the world. And kids need just 
that perspective just as adults do. And to recognize that not everything comes to a happy 
ending but that everything can still be okay. Life can still go on. We still move forward. 

[music] 
 

[23:10] Ishta Mercurio on life and books and hope 

And Ishta Mercurio reminds us that in books, as in life, the story doesn’t really 

end at the end, and a sad ending may hold a happy future within it for 

tomorrow’s stories. 

CA: How do you feel about sad endings or endings where, you know, the good guy loses? 
IM: Do it! I mean, look, do what works. The thing is that sometimes that's the truth. But the 
other thing that is always the truth is that the sun is always going to come up again tomorrow. 
And so, if you can find a way to tell the truth in a way that gives hope to the reader that there's 
still possibility, then that's a good way to handle that. But you know, yeah, sometimes the good 
guy just has to lose. And I mean, looking at what's happening politically right now, with the 
Black Lives Matter protests, the protests over the killing of George Floyd and Jacob Blake, one 
of the things that I remembered is that the civil rights movement has been going on for a 
couple generations now in America. And even before that, black people in America has been 
and have had to protest and fight for their rights. For the right to vote, for the right to sit at a 
lunch counter, for the right to choose whatever seat they wanted on the bus, for the right to 
work in many cases. And they did that knowing that they wouldn't live to see the result of their 
efforts, knowing that what they were fighting for was for their children and their grandchildren 
to have these rights. And it's important for us to understand that this kind of fight is an 
extremely long game. It's extremely long-term. And we are fighting for things that we might not 
live to see. And so yeah, in a book, maybe the good guy has to lose in the book. But give the 
reader a sense that one day down the line, they might win.  

[music] 
 

[25:20] Tim Wynne-Jones on satisfying and sad endings 

And finally, Tim Wynne-Jones agrees that sad endings are just fine, and 
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sometimes exquisite, so long as they are satisfying. 

TWJ: When I read a book, I want the ending to be satisfying. And that sometimes is confused 
with happy. A satisfying ending isn’t necessarily happy. A satisfying ending is when you go, ‘Yes, 
this is the way it had to be. This is the end that, if I really think about it, all the way through the 
book I knew this was going to happen.’ Just to think of a very simple example, the character in 
A Tale of Two Cities who goes to the guillotine for somebody else, Sidney Carton or whatever 
his other name is, and he says, “It's a far far better thing I do that I have ever done.” You know, 
it's a very 19th-century kind of ending. I mean, I remember reading that as a teenager. I 
thought, yes, you'd want them to escape. You will always want the good guy to escape. But if 
they have succeeded in an important way doing the task they had set out to do, then that's the 
satisfaction. What happens to them at that point is sad and poignant and moving, if it works. It 
has to be emotionally satisfying. It has to be emotionally believable.  

I read a mystery book recently, and at the end the character gets killed in a car crash 
that comes out of nowhere and has nothing to do with the story. And it's infuriating. I mean, it's 
just annoying. I read 500 pages and what? You're going to run her over? And then I of course 
stopped and thought, ‘Okay, wait. I might have missed something. I mean, all the way along has 
it been that this is the way life is, that just when you discover something you get run over? Is 
that the kind of book she's writing? You know, is it an existential question?” But it wasn't. I 
think it was a throwaway. I think she went, “I know how to end this sucker.” And that's just not 
satisfying. But again I don't mean happy. I just mean it has to work.  

The ending of His Dark Materials, in the garden where – they're not together. And yet 
there's a moment where they are sort of together in two different worlds, and it's just 
breathtakingly beautiful. After reading that, the next time I was in England I went to the garden 
and sat in that exact chair in the garden and just thought about that. That's terribly satisfying at 
the same time as being, it’s such a beautiful love story that grows over the second two books. 
But it was the right ending. It was incredibly emotionally satisfying even if it was sad. 

[music] 

 

[28:05] Commentary on fairy-tale endings 

So don’t cheat a reader out of a good ending. Don’t tack on an easy out that makes 

us feel we’ve wasted our time. And don’t suggest that we should all just give up, 

either, because what’s the point. We tell stories to say that there is a point, that 

even if you cannot win, you should still try. Staying alive requires optimism. 

Everyone knows the saying “a fairy tale ending” means a happy ending or 

an unbelievably happy ending. Right? But many fairy tales do not have happy 

endings at all.   
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Sometimes stories set us up to swallow lies, to be led off blithely unaware 

by those who mean to do us harm, to leave ourselves unprotected because we 

think we’re in for a happy ending. And that is exactly what a lot of fairy tales warn 

about, whether they have happy endings or not. They have dangers. Witches 

want to put you in their soup. Wolves are watching you on your way into an 

isolated area. That nice man you’re about to marry, well, he murdered his 

previous wives. And your mother-in-law, she’s trying to poison you. Et cetera.  

We all know that traditional fairy tales have been cleaned up in recent 

years. The Grimms took out most of the sex, and the twentieth century writers 

took out a lot of the violence. Most people think that the older the fairy tale, the 

more violent it must be. But Perrault wrote his fairy tales in the 1600s. The Grimm 

brothers wrote, or rewrote, theirs in the 1800s. They both wrote Cinderella 

stories, but Perrault’s has a much happier ending. It ends with the fitting of the 

shoe and then:  

“The two sisters recognized Cinderella for the beautiful person whom they had seen at 
the ball, and they threw themselves at her feet, begging her pardon for all the ill treatment she 
had suffered at their hands. 

Cinderella raised them and, declaring as she embraced them that she pardoned them 
with all her heart, she bade them to love her well in future. 

She was taken to the palace of the young prince in her new array. He found her more 
beautiful than ever, and was married to her a few days afterwards. 

Cinderella was as good as she was beautiful. She set aside apartments in the Palace for 
her two sisters, and married them the very same day to two gentlemen of high rank about the 
court.” 

 

And that’s how the story ends. What a nice person Cinderella is! 

The Grimms’ version, from over a hundred years later, ends far more 

nastily. At their mother’s urging, the stepsisters mutilate their feet to try to 

squeeze into the shoe and then, when Cinderella marries the prince, it goes like 

this: 
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“When the wedding with the prince was to be held, the two false sisters came, wanting 
to gain favor with Cinderella and to share her good fortune. When the bridal couple walked into 
the church, the older sister walked on their right side and the younger on their left side, and the 
pigeons pecked out one eye from each of them. Afterwards, as they came out of the church, the 
older sister was on the left side and the younger one on the right side, and then the pigeons 
pecked out the other eye from each of them. And thus, for their wickedness and falsehood, they 
were punished with blindness as long as they lived.” 

 

Well, that's not a nice ending, is it? Perrault was more forgiving. Perhaps he 

had nice sisters. His happy ending goes with his character of Cinderella. He was 

not one to tack on a happy end all the time, though. One of my favourite last lines 

is from Perrault, or at least from the version of Perrault’s Fairy Tales that I have, 

translated by A.E. Johnson with gorgeous illustrations by Gustave Doré. It’s from 

the fairy tale “Little Red Riding Hood,” with which most of us are familiar. And in 

Perrault’s version, right after “What big teeth you have!” the wolf eats the little 

girl and that’s the end. There is no miraculous rescue by a huntsman. She dies. 

But that’s not why I love it. Why I love it is the lovely spooky moral that closes the 

tale: 

Little girls, this seems to say, 
Never stop upon your way. 
Never trust a stranger-friend; 
No one knows how it will end, 
As you're pretty, so be wise; 
Wolves may lurk in every guise. 
Handsome they may be, and kind,  
Gay, or charming – never mind! 
Now, as then, tis simple truth:  
Sweetest tongue hath sharpest tooth! 
 

I kind of love that. The 80s movie “The Company of Wolves” – in which the 

huntsman turns into the world – used that poem at its ending, too. It’s my 

favourite of all the morals that close Perrault’s tales. It’s easy to remember and 

delicious and so completely appropriate to every era of history.  
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Ending with an obvious moral is frowned upon now, but I would love a little 

poem at the end of every story I read. Maybe eight lines, with a solid meter, 

something pithy and easy to memorize. I’m just putting that out there as a 

possible trend. Please run with it.  

[music] 

 

[33:05] Guest author recommendations to young writers 

I asked today’s guests if they had advice for young writers on endings. Here’s 

Karen Bass, who loves an ending that echoes the beginning, and she recommends 

that young writers try this technique.  

[music] 

 

[33:20] Karen Bass says echo the beginning 

CA: Do you have any advice for young writers on how to end their story? 
KB: I guess it depends on the length you're talking about, right? If you're talking about a short 
story, when the first problem is resolved, the story is over. And I think a lot of people have 
problems with that. They sort of go on and on and on in a short story. And really, cut it off once 
that main question has been answered. And for novels, in a way I think with a novel you need 
to come back to where you were at the beginning, but with a, from a different point of view. So 
that sort of circular or bookending type thing, sort of makes the story really satisfying when you 
have an echo of the beginning in the end. 

[music] 

 

[34:10] Lisa Dalrymple recommends keeping the character in mind 

Lisa Dalrymple recommends at all stage of your writing, from beginning to end, to 

keep your characters clear.  

LD: I find that to begin a story, maybe it's a lot more important to the story sometimes to think 
about who the story is happening to instead of what is happening in the story. So I like to say, 
you know, Okay, you've got your idea for story. You've got your rough plot, you’ve got a rough 
idea of what's going on whether or not you've you planned it all out and you know how it ends. 
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But then I like to spend some time and really get to know that character. Figure out, you know, 
where he or she is coming from, back story of their life. And then when this plot element 
happens to them, your readers are like, “Whoa, I can't believe that happened to Tate.” You 
know. 
CA: And what about endings? Do you have any advice for kids on how to end a story? 
LD: I think it’s everything that we've just discussed really. I think it's a matter of staying true to 
yourself and your character. I hate endings that turn around and have the character go and do 
something that you just know they wouldn't have done, because you know this character and 
you’ve come through it with them. But it has to come to a clean ending or it has to come to a 
happy ending – it doesn't. In real life, things don't always come to a clean or happy ending. So 
it's fine if you're ending leaves your reader – sometimes I like to leave the reader with 
questions, right? Not questions about what happened, not waiting for Book Two. But it's okay 
to have them go, “Wow, so was that really a monster in the woods or was it just his imagination 
all along?” kind of thing. 

[music] 

 

[34:05] Tim Wynne-Jones says look for motivation 

And here’s Tim Wynne-Jones with two pieces of advice if you get stuck on the way 

to the end of your story. 

TWJ: Well, I said it earlier when, I mean, I had to go in a lot of long walks to figure 
out what happened at the end of The Emperor of Any Place. And you know the old 
od image of the writer typing away on the typewriter and then pulling the paper 
out and throwing it in the garbage can and then going back and doing it and so on 
until the room is littered? That is a completely viable metaphor for the frustration 
of not being able to figure it out. But it's also the worst thing you can do is to just 
sit at your desk and try to sort a problem out. I find sometimes that I’ll say, Okay, 
I'm just going to go downstairs and wash the dishes.  And sometimes I'll walk as 
far as the stairway and I'll go, Oh, I know what to do. And literally the act of 
standing up, getting the circulation going, will be enough to go, Oh right. And then 
I'll come back and sit down. But I will in fact go downstairs and wash the dishes 
and pile up lumber or whatever. And just letting the idea circle and not sit here 
staring at the screen watching that stupid cursor go blink blink blink. It doesn't do 
any good.  

I mean that's for small stuff. For big stuff, sometimes I will just write in 
longhand, I'll just ask myself questions but on paper, I’ll write them out. Like Why 
am I getting stuck? X has come to this place – is the motivation solid? I mean to 
me motivation is critical and it’s not something writers talk about as much. And a 
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really good question when you're stuck is, Why is my character doing this and why 
are they doing it now? You know, a novel is all cause and effect. So I talk about 
motivation, but I also talk about motivation of the moment. And so those are the 
kind of questions I'll try to write to myself and say, well, Why is he going over 
there now? So sometimes moving forward will require going back and planting 
feet more firmly in the ground of the story.  
[music] 

 

[38:00] Lena Coakley gives advice on twists  

And here’s Lena Coakley speaking about plot twists in her own work and others’, 

and how a good twist ending is unexpected and yet inevitable. 

CA: Have you ever surprised yourself delightfully? Like, do you have a plot twist that you've 
used that you didn't think was coming? 
LC: Well, there's a huge plot twist in Wicked Nix, but I knew it from the very beginning. I don't 
know if I want to spoil it by talking about it too much. But that was kind of the heart of the book 
that I always knew. I think for really great plot twists, my favorite author is Diana Wynne-Jones. 
Her plot twists often come from character. In Howl's Moving Castle, the main character has a 
curse on her and you realize that she's actually a magical person who's cursed herself. And it's 
all coming out of character, and it's so inevitable but surprising. You know, it's just, she the 
queen.  

[music] 
 
 
[38:55] Ishta Mercurio warns of separating judgment of self and work 

And finally, Ishta Mercurio gives some good advice on the process of completing a 

story.  

IM: You just have to keep trying, right? And keep writing. And keep, I think, being true to who 
you are as a writer. Not trying to sound like someone else. Separate yourself from your work 
and understand that the work is just words on a page. And your goal is to make the work as 
good as you can. And sometimes you need your internal censor to say, “What are you doing?” If 
your internal censor starts saying stuff that feels personal, like, “You're not good at this,” then 
it's time to take a step back, right? Because there's a difference between You're not good at this 
and This isn't as good as it needs to be. Those are not the same sentence, right? Those don't 
mean the same thing. So, if you start losing the ability to distinguish between those two 
statements then you need to take a step back and exercise some self-care and do whatever 
helps you develop your confidence again as a creator. I'm supportive of my goal to tell a good 
story and I think sometimes the censor is necessary to reach that goal. I mean, if you want to 
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ask someone to shell out $20.00 for your story, it has to be good. But the story is not you. The 
story is just a product, right? Even if it feels personal, even if it feels like a personally important 
story, it's still not, it's not actually you.  

[music] 
 

[40:30] Coming up on the podcast 

So with all this good advice in hand, it’s time to write your own tale. Give it a 

hopeful ending, or a wicked twist, or an ambiguous final line, a falling axe, or a 

beautiful summation. Just get to the end one way or another.  

However you end your tale, there is no doubt that it will not be the end of 

the writing – not if you want to make your story good. Once you get to the end, 

it’s time to go back to the beginning and start revising your work. You’ll hear more 

about that in next week’s episode, “The Never-ending Story,” all about Revision. 

And that will be the final episode of Cabin Tales: Spooky Stories for Young 

Writers. I’m so excited to be reaching the end of this podcast. Endings just feel 

good. 

I will have a season two, when I’ll post all the full interviews that I did with 

guest authors this fall. But there will be no more episodes like these first ones. (I’ll 

have to change the subtitle of the podcast, I guess.) But there is one episode left 

on the subject of revision. And on that final episode, you’ll hear a snippet from 

almost everyone who has been a guest author on the show, going way back to my 

first interview, with Caroline Pignat, until my most recent interview with Frieda 

Wishinsky. I won’t list all the guest names here because there are too many. 

Suffice to say that next week, you’ll hear many anecdotes about how professional 

authors revise their work, and what they recommend you do to make your story 

as good as it can be. That’s coming up next Friday on Episode 8: The Never-ending 

Story.  
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 I want to thank my guests from today’s episode of Cabin Tales: Lena 

Coakley, Karen Bass, Ishta Mercurio, Lisa Dalrymple, and Tim Wynne-Jones. You’ll 

find a full transcript of this episode on the website at CabinTales.ca, and you’ll 

also find more information on all of the wonderful guest authors featured today.  

 I hope you enjoyed today’s show. If you did, post a link to the podcast on 

your social media or recommend it to your friends. And write your own tale.  

[music] 

 

[42:35] Story: Kidnapped by the Moon 

To close this episode, I’ll leave you with a story that Tim Wynne-Jones and I made 

up together during our interview. If you’ve never tried making up a story with 

someone, one line at a time, it is a fun and surprisingly stressful thing to do. You’ll 

hear how happy we were to get to the end of our story. In part, that’s because it’s 

a happy ending. In part, it’s because we were proud to have reached it. And in 

part, we were simply relieved that it was over. And there’s a bit of those feelings 

in every ending.  

[music] 

TWJ: Once upon a time I was kidnapped by the moon. 
CA: I had nothing in hand but my violin. 
TWJ: The moon lit a path to a swamp. 
CA: I could hear the frogs croaking in a chorus. 
TWJ: I recognized the tune. 
CA: I took my violin out of its case 
TWJ: And played along. 
CA: And the moon began to sing. 
TWJ: And the swamp did the chorus. [laughter] 
CA: The tune turned mournful. 
TWJ: When are you going to let me go, Moon? 
CA: I cannot let you go, said the moon.  
TWJ: And that would be because… [laughter] 
CA: Because I am too lonely. 
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TWJ: And I heard you play your violin and knew that with you as company, I would never be 
lonely again. 
CA: But if I am with you, if I cannot go home, then all my songs will be sad songs. 
TWJ: Hmm, I hadn't thought of that, said the moon. 
CA: And my dog will miss me too much. 
TWJ: Oh, dogs. 
CA: You can hear my dog howling on the clifftop. [laughter] 
TWJ: I just thought one of your strings was out of tune. 
CA: If you promise to let me go, I will come to this swamp when the moon is full and play a song 
for you. 
TWJ: Hmm, that’s, that is very fair. But I don't want it to always be a sad song. 
CA: Well, if I can go home, I will be able to play happy songs. 
TWJ: And the frogs all cheered. 
CA: The end. 
TWJ: The end.  
[laughter]  

[music] 

 

[44:55] Final thanks 

Thanks to Tim Wynne-Jones for starting and ending that story. 

I’m Catherine Austen. Thanks for listening.  

[crickets] 


