
Creative Beginnings and Endings

Beginnings

	The Hook

The writer tries to create reader interest immediately by offering partial information or by creating a mini-mystery. You can create a hook from what you’ve already written by deleting information (take out the telling, leave the showing).

I should have known Mrs. Swartz hated kids. She had Keep Out!, Beware of Mean Dog, and This means YOU! Signs posted everywhere.


	Scene-Setting

The writer puts the reader in a place by using imagery. It’s especially effective if you want to foreshadow. 

The rattling jingle of a shop door, the flicking of lighters, the tinny racket of silverware being sorted, filled my ears with the hustle and bustle of small town Americana. The waitresses looked like they had spent all of five minutes squeezing into their uniforms, pink dresses with cheap golden nametags that read “Shirley” or “Tina.”
	Telling Detail

Sometimes a single unique detail can draw the reader into a much larger story. Replay the scene you’re telling and review again what you remember. For instance if you say, “After I fell off my bike and broke my leg, I remember that they brought my tennis shoe to me in the hospital.”

There on the pavement lay a small child’s tennis shoe. The soles were hardly worn, but road grit, flecks of glass, and dried blood flecked the laces.



	Character Throwing

Try this without an introduction of any kind. Just throw a character at the reader. Use a surprise ending to tell who it is.

Teddy Howland was the skinniest, ugliest kid in Eureka. His arms were too long, his legs were too long, and his eyes stuck out like lightbulbs. His Adam’s apple looked like someone had glued a tennis ball to his neck. His squeaky, high voice sounded as if it belonged to a third-grade girl more than a ninth-grade guy. Teddy Howland was a freak of nature, but his parents bought him every new toy in the world. Teddy was my best friend.


	Walking

This is another no exposition, no introduction beginning. You don’t need to tell readers everything at the beginning. Just walk right into the middle of the story in the first line. Don’t hem and haw. Don’t dawdle around. Just lay it out. Walking openings are often sentences that are informative, yet a bit mysterious. It’s likely you can create a walking opening by just deleting the first few sentences of what you already have.

After the lions had returned to their cages, creeping angrily through the chutes, a little bunch of us drifted away and into an open doorway nearby, where we stood for a while in semidarkness, watching a big brown circus horse go harumphing around the practice ring.

	Dialogue

Drop the reader into a conversation that is already underway. This technique invites the reader to eavesdrop, a favorite pastime for many. No exposition is needed.

“I’m not sure I even like you.”

“I’m not particularly crazy about you, either, now that I think about it.”

“Fine. So, how in the world did we end up on our first date ever, in the back seat of this stretch limo, on our way to the Prom?”

“I think it’s Shannon’s fault. She told me in Chemistry class that you secretly liked me and wanted me to ask you out.”

“Shannon is an unreliable narrator.”





Choose at least two beginnings to incorporate into the beginning of the chapters in your memoir.

Endings

	Circle

End where you begin. Choose the bit of dialogue, the phrase, the character, the idea, or the image that you started with and work it back into the ending. This gives the reader a sense of closure.

Beginning: The rattling jingle of the shop door…

Ending: The door rattled behind us, leaving the clinking and jingling trapped inside the diner. Now there was just silence.

	Ah ha!

Sadder but wiser, or gee, look what I learned. This is the ending with reflection tacked on. Just be honest and don’t try to sound cheesy.

It’s moments like these when it becomes clear to me how hard my dad works for us and how much he cares. He’s helped teach me the meaning of family, and is an example of true caring and love.


	Symbolic Image

Describe an image or small scene that symbolically shows how you feel about the chapter. 

It reminded me of the old church paintings, flecked with gold and red. The characters always looked so serene yet sad, as if they had never known anything but tragedy. Their eyes were painted up towards the heavens, drawn in somber blue and grey.


	Surprise

A strange twist at the end. Reveal the secret you’ve been keeping all along.

     I had been crying and crying, alone in my room, face burning with tears and dripping with snot. A miserable picture at best. Gazing around my tear-blurred surroundings, I saw the light from the hall streaming under my doorway suddenly shift. Someone was there. With the familiar creak of old hinges, the heavy old door slowly opened. Ryan, my brother, stood there with a stupid smile creeping across his stubbled face. He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped.

     “What?!” I sobbed pitifully.

     “April Fools, Karen.”




A Note on Endings

At the end, you should come to terms with your problem. It’s when the conflict or drama that started in your inciting moment solves itself. It could be an event, or it could just be a description of you thinking using inner monologue or reflection. It could also be a moody description of someone or something that shows your feelings have been resolved.

What’s going on now? What has happened since the resolution? Show your reader how the resolution has changed (or not changed) the world around you. Consider titling your conclusion “Epilogue,” so the reader knows it’s what happens after the action is all over.

Titles

1. Give your reader a hint of what your piece is about. Make your reader curious or excited about reading. 

2. Watch out! Most memoirs do not use the author’s name in the title. That’s how biographies are titled. Please avoid using your name in the title of your memoir.

3. Avoid clichés: Come up with an original title that’s specific to your piece only. Don’t use a title that anyone else could use or that you’ve heard somewhere else.

4. Keyword Titles: Look through your piece. Pick a meaningful phrase or one that you use in an important moment in the piece. Make that your title. Then, as the reader reads that phrase in the piece, he will experience a moment of recognition, thus heightening the affect of your climax!












Adapted from New Directions in Teaching Memoir (Kirby et. al. 2007).


