
 

 

“Just Get it Over With” -- Cabin Tales Episode 7 Transcript  

(By Catherine Austen)  

  

[0:00] Introduction:  

[crickets; music]  

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

Seven: “Just Get it Over With.” I’m Catherine Austen. And my guests today are 

great Canadian writers Marty Chan, Jeff Szpirglas, and Frieda Wishinsky. Today 

we’ll be talking about endings. You’ll hear a story with an ambiguous ending: was 

that really real? You’ll hear a famous twist ending from Ambrose Bierce. You’ll 

hear gorgeous last lines from The Great Gatsby and Wuthering Heights. You’ll 

hear advice on how to end a story by summing up, with excerpts from A Dog’s Life 

and Charlotte’s Web.  You’ll hear how my guest authors end their stories, and their 

recommendations to young writers who want to create satisfying endings. Finally, 

you’ll hear a totally true story about a happy ending thanks to a deus ex machina. 

That’s all coming up on Episode Seven of Cabin Tales: Just Get it Over With. So 

listen in. [crickets]  

  

[1:15] Story Intro  

Have you ever met someone who seemed the total opposite of the rest of their 

family? Well, today you’ll hear a story about a tender-hearted boy whose parents 

love to kill animals. Their enthusiasm for hunting and fishing is beyond the norm 

and their son doesn’t want any part of it. But when a strange creature comes calling 

for revenge, the boy wonders if perhaps he’s in the right family after all.   

  

[1:40] PG warning:  
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Build a campfire in your mind. Seat some young people around it. They’re all 

taking turns telling stories. Next up is Darryl. You’ve met him before, when he told 

a tale about a giant chipmunk. Darryl has a rodent fixation. And this story includes 

a bit of violence against rodents.  

I must remind you that this podcast is rated PG, so if you want to share it 

with very young listeners, please download the “fright-free” versions of episodes 

available on the website at CabinTales.ca. Nothing’s going to hurt you in the 

fright-free version. But something is coming for you right here, in Darryl’s story.   

Pull up a chair around the campfire and listen in to… “Chewing, Chewing,  

Chewing.”  

[crickets]  

  

[2:30] “Chewing, Chewing, Chewing” by Darryl   

When Gabriel’s parents told him they’d rented a cabin in the woods, he didn’t want 

to go. His mom and dad were hunters, eager to get out into nature and kill 

something, anything. Rabbits, deer, moose, pheasants, turkey, trout, bass, 

horseflies—they didn’t care what it was, so long as they could kill it.   

The cabin was advertised as a beautiful getaway in the woods where you 

could swim on a sandy beach or paddle a canoe across a crystal-clear lake to get in 

touch with nature and kill it dead. But when they arrived, they found a rundown 

shack next to a swampy bay. The surface of the water was green with algae. There 

wasn’t a speck of sand in sight.   

Gabriel looked around for the least oozy part of the shoreline. He slipped off 

his flip-flop and stepped into the water. Squelch. His foot sank into the sludge at 

the bottom of the lake, right up to the middle of his calf. His father had to help pull 

him free. His foot was covered in smelly brown gunk.   
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“You probably shouldn’t swim in that,” his mom said. “But feel free to set 

some snares among those cattails.”  

Gabriel wiped his foot on the rough grass. “Did we unpack the soap yet?”  

“We wouldn’t want to scare away the coyotes with the scent of soap,” his 

mom said. “But we did bring a big jug of moose pee, if you want to wash your leg 

in that.”  

Gabriel scrubbed his leg with a handful of fern fronds.  

“There’s the problem,” his father said, pointing to the narrow neck of the 

bay. A big pile of sticks rose from the surface. “That beaver dam is blocking the 

water flow into our shoreline. A stick of dynamite will fix it right up.”  

“We brought dynamite but not soap?” Gabe said.  

“I’ll fetch a stick and we’ll get that dam cleared away,” his father said.  

“You can’t blow up a beaver dam,” Gabriel said. “They could have babies in 

there.” He was a sensitive boy, an artist who’d probably been switched at birth by 

an absent-minded maternity nurse. He felt certain that somewhere in the world a 

gun-toting boy was driving his real parents crazy.  

“Beavers are like rats, son,” his father said. “Who cares if they have babies?”  

“They’re the national animal of Canada!” Gabriel shouted. “You can’t kill 

them.”  

“I can and I will,” his dad said. “And I’ll get a real kick out of it, too.” He 

went to his pick-up truck and fetched a stick of long-wicked dynamite. “Swim out 

and stick this in the beaver dam, son.”  

“No way!” Gabriel said. “I’m not going in that water and I’m not killing 

innocent beavers.”  

His father huffed. “All right, I’ll do it myself.” He hauled the canoe off the 

top of the truck, muttering “What the heck is wrong with that kid?” and he paddled 
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out to the beaver dam. He lit the fuse, wedged the dynamite into the sticks, and 

paddled hastily back to shore.   

“Mom! Dad’s blowing up the beavers!” Gabriel shouted.  

“Oh for goodness sake,” his mom said. “I was hoping to try out my new 

crossbow on those critters.”  

Gabriel stood on the shore with his mother and father and watched the wick 

shrink and shrink. “Those poor beavers,” he said.   

“They’re just giant rats,” his mom said.   

Gabriel felt heartsick when the fuse ran out. The dam blew up with a scream, 

expelling sticks and logs and chunks of muddy wood and national animals into the 

air and showering it all back down. Plop, plop, plop.   

Gabriel looked away and tried not to cry. A small lumpy shadow waited on 

the other side of the bay. “I think one of them got away,” he whispered.  

“Don’t be silly, son,” his dad said. “They’re dead as dead can be.”  

His parents got busy cleaning their guns and sharpening their knives, while 

Gabe sat in a green plastic chair by the shore, throwing rocks in the water and 

singing a song about how good life would be once he made it to sixteen and got a 

job and a car and escaped from his bloodthirsty family to find his real parents.   

“We’re heading off to that island, son,” his father said as he slung a duffel 

bag of guns and ammo over his shoulder.  

His mother grabbed a backpack full of snares and arrows. “Rumour has it 

there’s eagles nesting there,” she said. “Plus otters and foxes and a whole herd of 

deer. So we’ve got a full day of fun ahead of us. You want to come, darlin’?”  

Gabriel threw a stone in the water. “No thanks.”  

“Suit yourself. Watch out for the leghold traps I laid around the cabin. Give 

us a holler if they catch anything worth coming back for.”  
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His mom and dad hopped into the canoe. As they paddled away, Gabriel 

heard his mother say, “I swear that kid was switched at birth.”  

He stayed by the smelly shore watching their canoe get smaller and smaller  

until finally it disappeared behind the island. He sang a song about his real mother, 

who painted watercolour wildflowers and fed the birds—until her bloodthirsty son 

killed them all with his slingshot—and he sang about his real father, who shared 

the joys and fascinations of nature—until his sadistic son threw an injured butterfly 

into the ant farm and watched it get eaten alive. It was a long lonely ballad that 

Gabe sang, and he was holding a plaintive high note with one hand on his heart, 

when a scraping sound caught his attention.   

Gabriel hushed. A twig broke in the driveway behind him, and he whipped 

his head toward the sound.     

A beaver stood on the gravel drive thirty feet away from Gabriel. It had 

crawled out of the bay downshore and made its way awkwardly overland, dragging 

a long birch sapling it had salvaged from its dam. It was the biggest beaver Gabe 

had ever seen, and it had a crazy gleam in its black eyes. It sat up on its haunches 

with the sapling grasped in its front paws and it began to gnaw. It stripped off the 

bark with its sharp orange teeth, staring at Gabriel and chewing, chewing, chewing.   

Gabe turned his chair around to face the critter. He peered at the fat belly, 

the wet fur, the rubbery feet, the massive teeth, the round black eyes. The beaver 

gnawed without pause, filling the air with a grinding hum, its gaze glued to Gabe.  

“Go away,” Gabriel whispered. “If my parents see you, you’re dead.”   

The sound of gunfire erupted on the island across the lake and the beaver  

dropped to all fours and waddled closer, as if it knew the boy’s parents weren’t 

around.   

“I said get lost,” Gabe said.   
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The beaver sat on its haunches just twenty feet away and raised its sapling to 

its teeth. There was something determined in the creature’s eyes, something almost 

scary, and Gabe was tempted to run back to the cabin. But he hadn’t paid attention 

to where the leghold traps were hidden. So he stayed in his chair by the shore, and 

the beaver dropped to all fours and took another step toward him.   

Gabriel picked up a rock and held it threateningly. The beaver lurched from 

side to side with each step, its tail dragging in the leaf litter. “Go away!” Gabe 

shouted as he threw the rock. It landed inches from the beaver’s front feet.   

The creature sat on its haunches and stared in Gabe’s eyes, just fifteen feet 

away now, chewing and chewing and chewing.   

“I didn’t kill your stupid family! Don’t blame me!” Gabriel threw another 

rock, and this one hit the beaver’s belly. Gabriel winced—he hadn’t meant to hit it. 

He imagined his real mother explaining patiently, “It’s just a beaver who lost his 

home and family,” and his real father muttering, “What kind of kid would throw a 

rock at a beaver?”  

The beaver didn’t flinch. It sat and stared like something deranged. Bits of 

algae clung to its head and its long thick teeth. Its eyes were unblinking, round and 

black and bottomless, staring at Gabe as it gnawed its sapling, chewing and 

chewing and chewing.  

“Get out of here!” Gabriel shouted.   

The beaver dropped to all fours and stepped closer still, staring at Gabe with 

a deep dark hatred.  

“It wasn’t my fault,” Gabriel said. “Leave me alone!” He threw an even 

bigger rock that grazed the beaver’s cheek. The creature closed one eye, grimacing, 

but it continued walking closer, dragging its tail and its sapling in the dirt behind it.  

Gabriel jumped to his feet, knocking over his lawn chair and spilling his 
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soda. He looked into the beaver’s open black eye and a creeping horror slithered 

through him. “What’s wrong with you?” He threw the soda can at the beaver, but it 

bounced off the animal’s head. Gabe stumbled backwards away from it. He stood 

at the water’s edge, his heels sinking into muck.   

Gunshots rang like thunder on the island. Gabriel thought of his real mother, 

laughing in a garden somewhere painting a pine squirrel and wishing her gentle son 

was with her, and his real father, reading an adventure novel aloud on a porch and 

wishing his thoughtful son could hear.  

The beaver waddled closer, staring at Gabe cockeyed. Just ten feet away 

now, chewing and chewing and chewing.  

Gabriel reached into the water for a stone, a big stone, so big it barely fit in  

his hand. He flung it at the beaver.   

It hit the animal’s shoulder and knocked the sapling from its grip. But the 

beaver just stepped closer, still chewing even though it had no wood to gnaw, the 

grinding of its teeth like a primitive chant that burrowed into Gabriel’s brain.  

“What do you want from me?” Gabe screamed when the creature 

approached so close that he could have reached out and touched it.   

It kept chewing and chewing and chewing.  

Gabriel kicked at the beaver. His toes made contact with the soft wet fur, and 

the animal stumbled onto its side, but then rolled back up to standing, with bark 

and leaf litter clinging to its head.  

“Why did you come here?” Gabriel shrieked. His terror and confusion boiled 

up inside him and he screamed, “Why didn’t you just die?”   

Gunshots and whoops rang out on the island at his back and a cold dark 

dread pierced Gabriel’s heart. He felt his real mother and father turn away from 

him, shaking their heads sadly, and he thought, Maybe I wasn’t switched at birth 
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after all.  

The beaver sat on its haunches and stared up at Gabriel with both eyes open 

now, open and gleaming, not with hatred or madness—Gabe could see that now— 

but with sorrow, with a sadness so deep that Gabriel couldn’t bear it.   

He stumbled away from the creature, walking backward into the swamp. His  

feet sank in the sludge at the bottom of the bay and he pulled them out like 

plungers. “I didn’t do it!” he cried. He slapped a handful of scummy water at the 

beaver on the shore. “I would never do that!”   

The water washed over the beaver’s head, over its unblinking eye, over its 

sharp orange teeth. The creature dropped to all fours and entered the bay, toward 

Gabriel, chewing and chewing and chewing.   

Gabe tried to run but his feet were stuck in the sludge and he lost his balance 

and fell backward with a splash. His hands sank deep into the soft cloying soil of 

the lake bottom. He was stuck there, in the sludge with the algae and the weeds and 

the decaying bodies of dead wildlife. A foul smell rose up as he clawed at the 

muck, but he only dug himself deeper. He craned his neck to lift his face from the 

water surface and he shouted, “Mom! Dad! Help!”   

More gunshots rang out on the island, followed by happy hollers.   

Gabriel cried like his heart was tearing in two. “I’m sorry I didn’t save you,” 

he said, spluttering and choking on the swamp water.   

The beaver’s eyes rolled shut as the creature dove into the lake. Its tail 

slapped the surface before it disappeared into the dark water and swam toward the 

boy, unseen, chewing and chewing and chewing. And Gabriel, stuck in the sludge 

and afraid that he was sinking, waited for his parents to find him.  

[crickets]  

And that’s today’s cabin tale. Thank you, Darryl.   
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[applause]  

  

[14:00] Commentary on Ambiguous Endings  

When Darryl tells this story around the campfire, his friends are a little annoyed 

because they want to know if Gabriel dies in the end. Some books and stories end 

ambiguously – was that really real? or was it in the kid’s mind? Does he drown? Is 

he just drowning metaphorically in guilt? Can he free himself? or will his parents 

get back in time to save him? Is that beaver going to take him down and chew him 

up?  

We are not told.   

I don’t mind ambiguous endings. And that’s because I have no problem 

making up an ending in my head and convincing myself it’s “the” ending. Like in  

“The Lady and the Tiger,” it’s a tiger behind the door. Obviously. Why are we 

even discussing this?   

And in Darryl’s story “Chewing,” no, of course the beaver doesn’t kill him. 

It’s a beaver. But the kid may drown, I have to say. His parents are not coming any 

time soon. But I think he can wriggle free. That’s what I’m saying. I like that kid so 

he doesn’t die. I have no problem with ambiguity because I’ll resolve it in my head 

and move on.  

 

[15:00] Copy the Technique: Ambiguous Endings  

Whether you hate them or merely dislike them, it’s something you can try. End 

your story in a way where more than one interpretation is possible. Is the narrator 

really experiencing the plot or is it all in their mind? Is the monster real or a 

twisted prank? Is the story truly happening or is it part of a video game? Is the 

storyteller the victim or the stalker? (The writer should have some idea of the 
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answer to the ambiguity, or a good reason for leaving it ambiguous. “I couldn’t 

think of an ending” is not a particularly good reason. “It just felt right” is pretty 

good, though.)  

  Alternatively, if you really despise ambiguous endings, then make an 

ambiguous ending certain. Take a classic, like “The Lady and the Tiger” or “The  

Turn of the Screw” or “Chewing, Chewing, Chewing,” and write a definitive 

ending for it. Or take any book whose ending you disliked and write a new and 

better ending for it.  

[music] 

[16:00] Excerpt from “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” by Ambrose 

Bierce 

An episode about endings just wouldn’t be complete without some talk about 

twists. Before there was M. Knight Shyamalan, there was Ambrose Bierce. Bierce 

was a veteran of the American civil war who wrote short stories and tall tales and 

of whom one reviewer said, “His Civil War stories make Hemingway’s look like  

Little League Baseball.”   

His short story, “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge," is super-famous for 

its twist ending. The main character, Peyton Farquhar, is a plantation owner and a 

confederate supporter, and he’s about to be hanged for sabotaging a railroad bridge. 

He’s facing imminent death, thinking of his family, thinking of how he could 

escape if only he could free his hands. There are many many details of the soldiers 

preparing his execution. It’s quite harrowing. And then Peyton is pushed to his 

death.   

There’s a flashback to how he got here – he was sort of entrapped into 

sabotaging the bridge and being executed for it. Then it’s back to the present, with 

details of the hanging and how it feels moment by moment as he plummets to his 
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death. But then the rope around Peyton’s neck breaks and he’s in the water. He 

does free his hands and he swims downstream. They’re shooting at him, and we’re 

given many details, moment to moment, of his escape. But he gets away and he 

begins the long journey home.   

He’s exhausted, his mind is wandering, he has weird hallucinations, he’s 

starving, he seems to black out. But he travels on, thinking of his family. And then 

he gets to his home and his wife is waiting for him and he’s about to embrace her 

when, boom, there’s a flash of light and then darkness. And the final line of the 

story is:  

“Petyon Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, swung gently from side 

to side beneath the timbers of the Owl Creek bridge.”   

So he never escaped at all. Everything that happens after he begins to fall occurs in 

his mind. Only a second of time passes in reality.   

And this might seem to you like, man, not that old cliché! But it wasn’t a 

cliché back when Bierce wrote it. It was totally awesome. It was like the “Sixth 

Sense” of 1890. The plot device of stretching an instant into a long period of time, 

and of questioning the subjectiveness of time, was very rare. And it wasn’t just that 

he wrote it happening at the moment of this man’s death, it was how he suckered in 

every single reader with it despite all the subtle hints he gives as to what is really 

happenings. We’re still duped by it. So when the twist is revealed at the end that 

his escape was all in his mind, oh my god, it blew people away so much they had 

to copy it over and over ever since.   

[18:30] Copy the Technique: Twist   

And this is an exercise you can try, too. Come up with a twist. End your story in a 

way that changes everything that came before. Someone is sneaking up on 



Cabin Tales Episode 7 Transcript: “Just Get it Over With”  

  

  12  

someone, following them like a stalker, but it’s really a bodyguard or a helicopter 

parent. Someone is digging themselves out of a grave but it turns out to be a 

butterfly emerging from a chrysalis. Yeah, go ahead: make it a groaner. But plant 

tiny clues – but only tiny ones – so that when we get to the twist ending, we think, 

oh, we should have known! But we didn’t. So yeah, twist and shout.  

  

[19:15] Excerpt from A Dog’s Life by Ann M. Martin   

You will often hear the advice that the ending of a story should echo the beginning.  

This gives a satisfying feel. The novel A Dog’s Life by Ann M. Martin begins and 

ends with a dog by the fire with her owner. In between the bookended scenes, we 

learn the life story that led here. And the book begins thus:  

The fire is crackling and my paws are warm. My tail, too, and my nose, my ears. 

I'm lying near the hearth on a plaid bed, which Susan bought for me. Lying in the 

warmth remembering other nights – nights in the woods under a blanket of stars, 

nights spent with Moon, nights in the shed when I was a puppy. And the many, 

many nights spent searching for Bone.… And then the very last paragraph is:  

The long-ago days – the days of Mother and Bone and the shed – have become 

fuzzy and have blended with images of Moon, of my travels, of other people and 

houses, of hiding places; a tangle of memories leading to Susan. I burrow into her 

side and listen to her heartbeat. With my eyes closed, I might be in the straw-filled 

wheelbarrow again, nestled against Mother, listening to the first heartbeat I knew.  

I open my eyes and tilt my head back to look at Susan’s lined face. She smiles at 

me, and we sit pressed into each other, two old ladies.  

[music]  
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[20:30] Copy the technique: Echo the Beginning  

So here’s an exercise for you to try, too, if you’re not sure how to end your tale:  

Go back to the beginning of your story and find something to echo in your ending.  

Maybe you can create a frame for your story, and begin at the ending, as in A 

Dog’s Life, and return to the ending you began at. Or maybe you can just echo one 

aspect of the beginning. End your story in the same setting, or in a parallel setting. 

So, you could begin and end on a football field. Or begin on a football field when  

the narrator is a boy and end on a soccer field at his daughter’s first game. Or 

maybe you can echo an activity. Characters are eating ice cream at the beginning 

and the end. And use the echo to emphasize what has changed through the course 

of your story. Maybe the greedy kid who tried to get a free scoop of ice cream at 

the beginning is now sharing a cone with the kid they befriended. Although sharing 

food is not advised during COVID. Find some way to echo the beginning in the 

ending.   

[music]  

  

[21:45] Excerpt from Charlotte’s Web by E.B.White   

Another tried-and-true way to make a satisfying ending is to sum things up. It’s a 

common way to end a novel. And it is especially good in novels that are 

bittersweet, to acknowledge the difficulty of a journey or the losses along the way.  

  Charlotte’s Web, which has a great first line we discussed on Episode 6 of  

Cabin Tales, also has a poignant ending. We’ve learned to love Wilbur and  

Charlotte through the course of the story, and we’re torn up by Charlotte’s death. 

Although she takes it pretty well, Wilbur is heartbroken. But he takes care of her 

egg sack and he meets her babies and a few of them stay in the barn with him and 

the cycle of life continues, and the book ends thus:  
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Mr. Zuckerman took fine care of Wilbur all the rest of his days, and the pig was 

often visited by friends and admirers, for nobody ever forgot the year of his 

triumph and the miracle of the web. Life in the barn was very good – night and 

day, winter and summer, spring and fall, dull days and bright days. It was the best 

place to be, thought Wilbur, this warm delicious cellar, with the garrulous geese, 

the changing seasons, the heat of the sun, the passage of swallows, the nearness of 

rats, the sameness of sheep, the love of spiders, the smell of manure, and the glory 

of everything.  

  Wilbur never forgot Charlotte. Although he loved her children and 

grandchildren dearly, none of the new spiders ever quite took her place in his 

heart. She was in a class by herself. It is not often that someone comes along who 

is a true friend and a good writer. Charlotte was both.   

[music]  

  

[23:30] Copy the technique: Sum Things Up  

And this is an exercise you can try, too. Acknowledge that the lives of your 

characters go on. End your story by telling us a tiny bit about the future, the whole 

span of your character’s life, in a very brief summing up. It doesn’t have to be a 

poignant two paragraphs. It can just be a last line. Say your story is about a haunted 

school. You can sum up simply by saying, “And Mrs. Peacock taught class in that 

room for seven more years, until her retirement, but she never opened the broom 

closet again in all that time.”   

[music]  
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[24:05] Excerpt from Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte  

If you have a flair for words, do try to end with a gorgeous last line. Here is the 

ending of Wuthering Heights by Emily Bronte:  

"I lingered round them, under that benign sky: watched the moths fluttering among 

the heath and harebells, listened to the soft wind breathing through the grass, and 

wondered how anyone could ever imagine unquiet slumbers for the sleepers in that 

quiet earth."  

[music]  

  

[24:30] Excerpt from The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald  

And in case you don’t like a fluttery soft cadence, here is the beautiful final line of 

The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald:  

So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.  

[music]  

  

[24:50] Excerpt from Out Stealing Horses by Per Petterson  

And finally, here is the last paragraph of Out Stealing Horses by Per Petterson, 

translated by Anne Born. And this one sums up what is to come while 

remembering what was. Its final line echoes an earlier scene. And its prose has a 

gorgeous cadence.  

We were never to walk like that again. When we came home to Oslo, she fell back 

into her own weight and remained that way for the rest of her life. But on that day 

in Karlstad we walked arm in arm down the street. My new suit fitted my body so 

lightly and moved with me every step I took. The wind still came icily down 

between the houses from the river, and my hand felt swollen and sore where the 

nails had pierced the skin when I clenched it so hard, but all the same everything 



Cabin Tales Episode 7 Transcript: “Just Get it Over With”  

  

  16  

felt fied at that moment: the suit was fine, and the town was fine to walk in, along 

the cobblestone street, and we do decide for ourselves when it will hurt.  

[music]  

  

[25:50] Copy the technique: A gorgeous last line   

So this is something you can try and should try and maybe one day will succeed at: 

Write a last line that is musical and beautiful and moves the reader by what it 

means and how it resonates with the whole story and by how it sounds, how the 

words unfold   

[music]  

  

[26:05] Interviews  

I asked some other authors about their favourite endings and how they close their 

books. First up is Jeff Szpirglas. He’s the author of more than 20 books, including 

novels, short story collections, “choose your own ending” adventures, educational 

books and early readers and non-fiction for adults. Jeff is also a full-time teacher.  

You met him in Episode 5.5 talking about building tension in his spooky stories.  

And here he is expanding on how he finds the endings for his books.  

[music]  

  

[26:40] Jeff Szpirglas on discovering the ending  

JS: The first novel I did – it's called Evil Eye – actually began as a short story that 

ended up in Tales from Beyond the Brain. I had no idea where Evil Eye was going 

to end. And I was constantly writing myself into a corner and then trying to write 

myself out of a corner. So if it feels like it was made up on the spot, that’s because 

it was. I don't think that's a detriment to the story. I think that, in that search for the 

ending, there are surprises and twists and turns. I didn't know the story was going 

to go in that direction. And sometimes you can't make that up. That has to be 
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discovered along the journey. I think it works to the story’s – I hope it worked to 

the story’s credit.   

There’s still, like, character arcs and there are changes that happen within 

characters that have them grow and change, and I think it makes it a successful 

story. I don't know that things work out well for the characters in the end. But it's a 

horror story. It's often what happens. I really enjoyed writing it. It was nice when I 

thought a story that was really spiraling out of control turned itself around. Being 

able to pivot, and pivot towards an end point, was really interesting.  

The other one I published with the same publisher, Star-Crossed Press, was a 

story where I had actually thought of the ending well in advance. It was called 

Sheldon Unger versus the Dentures of Doom. Sometimes you have to, like, write 

the book to justify the title.  

[music]  

  

[28:10] Marty Chan on ending books in a series  

My next guest is Marty Chan. He’s the award-winning author of 16 books for 

young readers – funny, spooky, mysterious novels, including several series. You 

met Marty in Episode 5.5 talking about tension. And here he is talking about how 

he manages endings in books that continue in a series.   

[music]  

MC: That's a tough question. If you're working on a continuing series – like, not 

like a Nancy Drew Hardy Boys, where it's almost like a collection of mysteries but 

their only thread is that it's the same characters in each book – but if you have 

something that has definite beginning middle and end in terms of the series or 

trilogy, then you have to be careful in terms of how you plan everything out. You 

have to give the reader some kind of satisfying conclusion to each book. Otherwise 

why did they bother reading this in the first place? But at the same time, that 

satisfying conclusion can't be the thing that wraps up the entire story. So it's almost 

like when I plan out my stories, I think about what is the overall question that 

needs to be answered in the series? And then what's the question that needs to be 

answered in each book? And if I know that I don't answer the overall question for 

the trilogy, then there's enough there that the reader will want to keep going. But at 

the same time, if I just finish off and answer the question for that one book, the 

reader feels like, “I read this. I have something that was satisfying in terms of how 

things wrapped up. But I still want to know more.”  
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In a way it's like a cliffhanger. But it's not a cliffhanger where you're 

screaming at the page and cursing the author going, “Oh I need to resolve this!”  

The example I give is, I remember how mad everybody was when the original Star  

Wars came out and the second movie, The Empire Strikes Back, ends with – again 

I'm spoiling it for the three people who haven't seen Star Wars – but people were 

furious when Han Solo was frozen in carbonite and then, boom, that's the end of 

the movie. And people were like, “What? We want to know what's going on!” And 

to me that was an example of thinking, did the movie-makers come up with 

something that was satisfying for that particular second movie? And was the 

freezing in carbonite enough of a cliffhanger to make us want to come back for the 

third movie? Obviously we all know the answer to that because we all went back 

and watched the third movie. So in that case, I think that was a cliffhanger that 

worked. But you have to be careful. If that was the only cliffhanger, if there was no 

sort of satisfying end to Empire Strikes Back, I don't know if people would have 

wanted to come back through the third movie.  

[music]  

  

[30:50] Frieda Wishinsky on endings that mirror the beginning 

My final guest today is Frieda Wishinsky, whom you met last week in Episode 6.5 

talking about beginnings. Frieda has written over 70 books for kids, including 

picture books, non-fiction, and novels. And here she is talking about the endings 

she likes best.  

[music]  

FW: And the ending should mirror the beginning in some way. It really should 

reflect whatever problem, issue, whatever you're introducing at the beginning, 

you’ve got to echo it, I think, at the end. CA: And do you have any faves?  

FW: Oh yeah, the one ending, of course, in Charlotte’s Web, the one about, you 

know, it's unusual to have a good friend and a good writer. I love that one. That's 

actually one of my favourites.   

I was just watching a very good show on PBS, Flesh and Blood or 

something. It was a four-part series. And a lot of people said, well, this is a great 

show but such an unsatisfying ending. It really left you dangling. Now, maybe 

books end like that too. But I think a lot of people felt like, “Okay, now what?” It 

felt very unsatisfying. People were annoyed. They loved it and they said, “But the 

ending was just so annoying.”  
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CA: Have you written a series yourself?  

FW: Quite a few, actually. I've written the Canadian Flyer adventures, which are 

17 books. And it's about these two kids going back in time. Each one is totally 

contained. And then I did another very contained series for Scholastic. I did four 

books. It's called Survival. Each one is contained. Stories about an avalanche, 

hurricanes, disasters. And each one is different kids.  

[music]   

  

[32:30] Interviews about sad endings  

Horror is a genre where the bad guy often wins. Or if the victim escapes, they’re 

scarred or quite possibly infected and unleashed on the world. But even horror 

carries the message that life is good. Maybe even more so than other genres 

because people struggle so hard to stay alive.  

  Many of the greatest books ever written are tragic. They have sad endings.  

But sad doesn’t mean pessimistic or unsatisfying.   

  I asked today’s guests how they feel about sad endings. Here’s Frieda 

Wishinsky.   

  

[33:05] Frieda Wishinsky on keeping hope alive  

FW: You know, the way I feel about all sad endings is you don't want them to be 

totally sad. Like in Charlotte's Web, Charlotte dies. But it's not totally sad because 

of that last line. The ones that really are upsetting is, it's like everyone died, it's 

horrible, you know, life is disgusting, you know, why bother. [laughter] I think you 

want some element of hope, or something positive, even if it’s sad.   

You know, Holocaust stories -- they're awful. I’ll tell you this one quick 

story that I think epitomizes it. I mentioned my friend Norah McClintock, who died 

of cancer a few years ago. And one day she just said to me, “Tell me about your 

mom or your parents during the war.” You know, she was dealing with endstage 

cancer when she asked me that. So my mother had lucked out. She lived through 

the war because she was in the right place, wrong place at the right time. 

Meanwhile everybody back in Krakow was killed. She came back to Krakow after 

the war. She thought her brother was alive. Nobody's alive. She goes to her home – 
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somebody else is living there, wearing her father's watch, who wouldn't sell it to 

her. It was awful. She goes to the cemetery where the grandparents are buried, and 

the Germans had destroyed the cemetery. And I keep imagining her sitting there 

absolutely desolate. No one’s alive. This is the end.  

So Norah said to me at that point, “So what did your mother do?” And I said, 

“She got up.” That's what she did. She got up. And eventually she met my dad, her 

best friend came back from Siberia, she started to live again. And I remember 

when I told Norah that, she said, “I can't tell you how meaningful that is to me.” It's 

one of the most sad moments I can imagine in someone's life, and yet she got up. 

So I don't know if that answers the question, but it’s that sense of, she got up to try 

again to live. You just at least want hope at the end of some sort. [music]  

  

[35:15] Marty Chan on being true to the character  

And here’s Marty Chan on staying true to your character, even if the story ends in 

some sadness.  

MC: Sad endings. It's fiction. So, I mean, whatever the characters dictate, that they 

need in the story, I always think I'll go to where, what the characters feel like they 

need. And if it’s a sad or tragic ending, I will embrace that as long as it's something 

that's true to the character. And this is where I would talk about, like, you have to 

separate what the author wants and what the character needs. And sometimes when 

we’re the authors, we’re the creators, we're sort of floating above the story where 

we're in a helicopter and we're looking at the street view below. And we know 

where all the pieces should go. And that's great. But then when we're working on 

our first draft and we’re revising, we have to land the helicopter on street level and 

see everything from the character’s POV. And so I feel like, when you're 

developing the story, if it's leading towards a sad ending and it's true to what the 

character needs in the story then I feel like you've genuinely pushed towards a 

great ending that just happens to be sad. But if you're sitting up above in that 

helicopter and thinking, “I want people to cry at the end of the story and it doesn't 

matter if the character wants it or not; I'm going to make it a sad ending,” then it 
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feels a bit artificial. So my thoughts about sad endings is that it still has to be true 

to what's happening to the character.”   

[music]  

  

[36:45] Jeff Szpirglas on softening horror with humour  

And here’s Jeff Szpirglas on enjoying all the nasty ends that people meet in horror 

stories.  

JS: In the Countdown to Danger series, and in the Tales from Beyond the Brain 

series, you know, all four of those books are really about bad things that happen to 

people. The protagonist in Countdown to Danger – there are more of what I would 

call bad endings than good endings, positive solutions. You know, the bad ones are 

the fun ones. How do you die? Most of the stories in the Tales from Beyond the 

Brain series usually end with something bad happening.  

I like ending a story on a joke, especially a dark dark joke. It can soften the 

effect of the story too. I have a story in the first Tales from Beyond the Brain called 

“Whiskers.” It's about a boy who finds a stray cat, and the cat leads him down a 

ravine and into, like, this shed. And you know, the boy at the very end of the story 

remembers, “Wait a second. There were ambulances by this ravine at one point, 

and maybe it had something to do with that shed.” So “Whiskers” begins, starts 

with the boy taking the kitty litter scoop and jamming it in. And I start with that 

because scooping cat litter out is kind of funny and kind of gross. By opening with 

a kind of a silly image, it sets you up for the expectation of where the story might 

be headed. And then ultimately it allows me to take the story in a far darker place 

than you might have expected at the beginning. So “Whiskers” ends – I don’t want 

to tell you what's happening, but it's a very dark ending. Sometimes ending on a 

kind of a button of a joke can take an ending that’s too dark and make it silly.  

The twist of the story ultimately rolls around something that, whether or not 

it's supernatural, it certainly is very unlikely. And you can address a real tangible 

scary thing that could happen but in a way that is unlikely to happen, or is so 

ridiculous that it's a little safer. I don't want to write a story about a legitimately 

real thing happening to a child, like an Amber Alert that happens. There are people 

who do make those stories and write, you know, those true crime stories. It's not, 

never been what's driven me. My litmus test is like, what if 12-year-old me could 

go visit the adult 40-something me? When I have that feeling of 12-year-old me 
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would really approve of the books that I was doing, then I know like, Okay, I'm 

hitting the right notes here.   

[music]  

  

[39:00] Advice for young writers on how to end a story 

I asked all my guests about their advice to young writers on how to end a story.  

Here’s Jeff Szpirglas, who encourages you to embrace the process of discovery. 

[music]  

  

[39:10] Jeff Szpirglas on enjoying the journey to the end  

JS: In a lot of the projects that I've been working on of late, I think that I have 

struggled with knowing the ending and plotting everything out. And for me, by the 

time I have often plotted everything out, you know, the joy of finding the story is 

gone. And so sometimes you just have to let yourself go and figure out in that first 

draft, well, what is the story? And sometimes the story is longer than you thought; 

sometimes the story is shorter. And you know, I've written a few novels but I 

gravitate towards short stories. The other thing, the projects I’ve worked on 

recently with Scholastic Canada, I've been doing the multiple-ending story, which 

is perfect for person like me, where there are 30 endings from the opening 

narrative strand. And for somebody like myself who often likes to explore ideas 

and writes himself into a corner, great. You die and move on to the other story 

strand. It's very liberating to look at what are all the possibilities that could happen 

from a given calamity.  

[music]  

  

[40:25] Frieda Wishinsky on outlining the story   

Frieda Wishinsky encourages outlines, and straying from outlines, if that works.  

FW: Remember what story you're telling. And make sure, even in something 

longer, that what you're telling actually has something to do with the story. Don't 

get lost in tangents. And that's why actually writing an outline is helpful. Because 

if you look at your outline, it should always think about the beginning of your 

story, which is what are you talking about? What's the problem, theme, whatever.  

CA: Do you usually know the ending before you begin?  
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FW: Sometimes I change the ending. But I think I try to know the ending or try to 

know how I'm going to resolve it. Yeah, so I'm trying. But it can change. I think 

people think outlines mean you have to stick to them. Outlines to me mean, when 

I'm in chapter 3 and I think Oh my God I don't know what to do next, I can look at 

something I wrote and then even if I change it, I have something to use. I actually 

think outlines aren't a bad idea. As long as you don’t feel rigidly bound by them.  

They're just the pathway for you to use.  

And don't resolve too quickly. The idea of “end” means get the resolution 

toward the end. Do not resolve the story three-quarters of the way and then just 

fluff it up for the rest. You’ve got to keep your people wanting to read the next 

page. Do not bore your reader if you can.   

[music]  

  

[41:50] Marty Chan on telling your story out loud  

And Marty Chan encourages you to tell your story to people to work it all out. MC: 

I guess what I would say to any kid who wants to tackle a story is that we 

sometimes make the mistake of thinking that writing is the act of taking a pen and 

putting it on a page or putting your fingers on the keyboard and typing. By the time 

you're ready to pick up your pen or put your fingers on the keyboard, the story’s 

already started to form in your mind. And so really, the act of recording it is just 

transferring what's already in your brain onto some device or a piece of paper. So 

sometimes we jump into a story too quickly, before we're ready to write. And so 

my advice to anybody who wants to be a writer or wants to start a story is, let it 

percolate. Let it sort of seep in your brain. And don't be afraid to talk through the 

story. I often, when I come up with an idea for a story, I will tell it to my cat, just 

because I just need to sort of work out the bugs. And once the cat is bored then I 

will tell the story to my wife. By the third or fifth or seventeenth time that you've 

told the story, it's going to be a great story that everybody loves to hear. When you 

get to that point then you're ready to record it.  

[music]  

  

[43:10] Story Prompt: “Not Dead Yet”  

With all this good advice in hand, it’s time to tell your own tale, with an ending 

that echoes the beginning or twists what came before it or sums up the future or 

just sounds good. You might try to avoid ending with a deus ex machina. That’s 
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where a seemingly hopeless situation is resolved by an unexpected unlikely event, 

such as the hand of god moving in to take care of everything.   

However you resolve your ending, try not to make it hopeless. Real life can 

be hopeless, but it can surprise us, too. Those stories where a hundred people die in 

a freak accident but one gets away – it happens. And those are sad endings for a 

hundred people, but a miraculously happy ending for one. Those are the stories we 

tell again and again. Because we need to believe we could be that one. We need to 

believe there is hope. And there is hope.   

The idea that we must never give up, no matter how desperate the situation 

seems, it can feel like Pollyanna optimism sometimes, judged from a distance by a 

cynic. But it is the truth that life teaches us over and over. Like in those nature 

shows where some wildebeest is beset by lions and you think, this dude is doomed, 

there’s three lions attacking from all sides. But the wildebeest never gives up, not 

ever, even as the jaws of death are munching its backside. And sometimes, it twists 

a certain way and it gets away, back to the herd. Wow. If it had given up, it would 

be dead. How fortunate that it did not give up. And yes, some other creature will be 

eaten despite not giving up. There is no happy escape for everyone. But there is 

always hope. And stories remind us of this.   

This summer, at my cabin, I was the deus ex machina for a couple of tiny 

creatures. One day when I was in a miserable mood, paddling off in my kayak in a 

snit, I saw a dragonfly upside-down in the lake, struggling, twitching on its back, 

wings soaked, stuck to the water surface, with fishes rising up from the bottom. 

Did it give up hope? No. It kept struggling. And so I spotted it. Its situation was 

abysmal and yet along came a paddle. I lifted it up out of the water and dropped it 

onto the kayak to dry. It cleaned its head and antennae while the sun dried its wings 

and within minutes, it flew away. And it was a joyous thing. A joyous ending. My 

mood was uplifted by this everyday miracle.   
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Later this summer at my cabin, a stranger miracle happened. I grabbed my 

swimming shorts from the line—they’re supercute plaid shorts, total geek chic. I 

shook them out on the porch to make sure there were no bugs in the lining, and out 

fell a dragonfly, with its wings extended, perfectly stiff. It looked petrified, as if it 

were mounted in a museum. I thought it was long dead and dried out. And I went 

to lift it up by both wings from underneath – I was admiring its beauty -- and there 

was this tiny – not a movement but a feeling. It felt like it was clinging to the porch 

floor with its feet when I lifted it. There was just a suggestion of resistance. Like 

maybe it wasn’t quite dead. So I put it down, and I shook out the shorts again – 

because I am paranoid about bugs. They like to build cocoons in your clothes. And 

this time when I shook the shorts, a spider fell out. It was a small spider, about the 

size of a nickel, including its legs. Not like a big hairy dock spider. It was stocky, 

with a fat round body and short legs. Not a showy spider. A serious spider. And I 

realized that the dragonfly was paralysed, that the spider had bitten it, and that I’d 

interrupted the killing. So I set the dragonfly on the porch railing, out of the 

spider’s reach. And again, there was that weird tightening in the feet when I picked 

it up, just a feeling of tension transmitted from that tiny dragonfly into my huge 

hand. So the spider scuttled away and the dragonfly stayed stiff as a statue on the 

railing for quite a while but eventually, within the hour, it flew away.   

And who would ever think there could ever have been hope for that 

dragonfly? I mean, you land on a supercute pair of orange plaid shorts and you’re 

immediately jumped on by a very serious spider who bites you and shoots its 

venom into your system and paralyses you and is about to eat your face. If I’d 

heard about that situation, I would have said it’s hopeless. But no. Who am I to say 

don’t give up hope? No matter how abysmal your situation. It’s rare, but it does 

happen that things improve. You would think they’d get way worse – that you’d go 
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from “about to have your face eaten” to “having your face eaten,” which is way 

worse. But sometimes, for someone, things get way better. An escape presents 

itself. And it’s not a deus ex machina. It’s life itself. Life sometimes sends you a 

lifesaver.   

And that’s your story prompt for today. Write an ending in which a bitter 

end seems inevitable but it’s not. Things turn around. There is hope after all.   

[music]  

  

[48:10] Thanks and coming up on the podcast  

If you need more help ending your stories, tune in next week for Episode 7.5 of 

Cabin Tales, when I will talk with five more great Canadian authors about their 

beginnings. That’s coming up next Friday. It’s a “talking tales” format – interviews 

only – with guest authors Lena Coakley, Lisa Dalrymple, Karen Bass, Ishta 

Mercurio, and Tim Wynne-Jones. They’ll have great advice to share with young 

writers who want to end their stories powerfully.  

[music]  

  

[48:50] Scary Movie Quote   

As for today’s show, as a Hollywood character – rather the opposite of a monster 

hunter -- once said, “That’s all there is. There isn’t any more.” And if you know 

what monster movie that line is from, then you have seen in too many times, as 

have I.  

I want to thank today’s guest authors – Frieda Wishinsky, Jeff Szpirglas, and  

Marty Chan. You can find links to them on the website at CabinTales.ca. You’ll 

also find audio in original and fright-free versions and a full transcript of this 

episode.    
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I could say more to drag out this ending, but I know what you’re thinking:  

Just get it over with.   

I’m Catherine Austen. Thanks for listening.   

[crickets]  
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