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There’s more than one
‘way fo end an article. Here
are six proven ending types
guaranteed to successfully
conclude most any story.

BY BONNIE HEARN

fter more than 12 years as
an editor, I'm still amazed at
how few writers know how
| to effectively conclude an
article. Without the right
conclusxon, a potentially good piece can
lose its focus, leave the reader unful-
filled, and trail off into generalities.
Your last paragraph, especially your
last sentence, should achieve two impor-
tant goals. First, it must satisfy your
reader, who's been:hanging in there for
2,000-plus words;; fig you dutifully
from point to- pof nidering how it

theme. Ideally{
both of these gog
across as being self-conscious or heavy-
handed.

In my experience, the following
ending types seem to accomplish these
goals best. The next time you're stuck
for a satisfying conclusion, consider the
type of article you're writing, and see if
one of these endings might work for you.

This is one of the most common methods
of concluding an article. And it’s still
often a good one.

A quote is real and alive. It’s not
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a literary hammer the writer manufac-
tures to drive home a specific point.
It's something that somebody related to
the issue really said, and so has built-
in validity.

A relevant quote will work in almost
every type of article, from personal-opin-
ion pieces to news stories.

Sometimes a quote from a subject
you haven't even mentioned in the arti-
cle works best. Joan Uliman used one in
“I Carried It Too Far, That's for Sure,”
a first-person report from the Jeffrey
Dahmer insanity trial, which appeared in
Psychology Today.

Ullman begins her article like this:

Milwaukee —famed for its beer,
cheese, chocolate and sausages—
has a Summerfest and a Winterfest.
For three weeks last month, I was
astonished to find that this predomi-
nantly German “great city on a great
lake” also had a “Dahmerfest ”

After describingthe hideous

aspects of the trial, she states her theme:

I becameé convinced that the
insanity defense is an insanity that
should be scrapped.

Ullman follows that with numerous
quotes that support the theme, then
ends with: :

The first really sane talk L heard
after all this came from the cab
driver who drove me to the airport
after the verdict was announced.
“Those psychiatrists talk a lot, but
they don't know what they are talk-
ing about,” he said. ‘'They can’t

agree on anytl’ﬁhg. First they should
define sanity.”

THE RELATED FACT

By its very brevity, a related fact can
bring home your theme in an unex-
pected way, supporting the writer’s
opinion without blatantly stating it.

This type of ending can add an ele-
ment of surprise when you're writing
about an emotional topic, especially one
that’s been overworked by the press. It’s
also a handy substitute for the relevant
quote when you don’t have a quote pow-
erful enough to finish with.

In ‘‘Battered Wives, Shattered
Lives,” which appeared-in Family Cir-
cle, Edward Tivnan starts the story with
a case history:

Mollie had never called the
police before —not even during her
first pregnancy when he got so mad
he hurled a dart into her back. Or
the time he gave her a black eye in
the middle of the airport.

-The rest of the article is comprised
of quotes from Mollie and women like
her, as well as law-enforcement officials
and representatives of battered wom-
en’s groups.

Tivhan ends by returning to the sub-
ject of his lead, then concludes with this:

But tragically —and any story
about domestic violence, no matter
how hopeful, remains tragic —most
victims of battering have nowhere
to go. In the entire country there are
only 1,600 shelters for battered
women and children. There are
3,807 animal shelters.
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[image: image2.png]The animal shelter fact could have
been placed anywhere in the story. By
putting it at the end, the author delivers
abitter punch line to an aiready emotion-
ally charged piece.

THE LAST DETAIL

When you're writing a straightforward
article with a clear, informational pur-
pose —how-to articles, for example, such
as ‘‘Ten Ways to Beat the Summer
Blues,” “‘Twelve Safety Rules for Winter
Driving” ~don'’t try too hard to concoct
a clever finish. The payoff is the final
point. When the list ends, the article
ends as well.

If you're writing something like
“The Dirty Dozen,” which Arnold Diaz
wrote for Redbook about common scams
that snag even smart women, you can
simply finish with your last item.

Diaz begins with this lead:

Not all robbers carry guns or
knives. Some use wiles to cheat you
out of money; they sell you phony
merchandise and promise opportu-
nities that are too good to be true.
Many of these schemes are aimed at
woren.

Diaz divides the article into 12 sec-
tions (“‘the dirty dozen'’). Under each
heading, he describes one scam and then
follows with a short paragraph of advice.
His 12th and final entry is the end of
the article. The piece accomplishes
what it sets out to do, and the payoff is
complete.

THE ANECDOTE

Leaving your reader with a story instead
of a sermon can really make personal-
experience and personal-opinion articles
strike home.

For it to work, the anecdote should
be short and pemnent to your theme. “A
good story” isn’t good enough.

Many inspirational writers use anec-
dotal conclusions. HWgh Herr did in
“Scaling the Heights,.. y ; ich he wrote
for Guideposts. . -

Herr, a rock chmber lost both legs
below the knees after being trappedin a
blizzard when he was 16.

He started his first-person story like
this:

When I first locked down at the
hospital sheet, flat below my knees,
I cried out in agony. I knew gan-
grene in my legs had necessitated
the amputations. But they had cut
off so much! Could [ ever climb

again?

The article deals with Herr’s search

for artificial limbs. He majors in physics.
He begins working with a certified artifi-
cial-limb specialist. He prays. In the
course of the story, he meets a 16-year-
old boy, Giles Thompson, who has just
lost his lower legs in a blizzard. He re-
members the scripture, ‘‘Blessed are
those who have not seen and yet be-
lieve” (John 20:29).
Herr writes:

I prayed for Giles and couldn't
get him out of my mind. Now more
than ever, [ knew I had to press on
in our search for a comfortable pros-
thetic socket, not just for me, but
for all the Giles Thompsons in the
world.

... as with those who have not
seen and yet believe, [ know that
when we strive for the sake of oth-
ers, and when we believe, we can
accomplish.

The article could have ended there.
Instead, Herr concludes with an anec-
dote that makes his success even more
satisfying to the reader:

Not long ago, [ went to Oregon
to confer with a prosthetist. As we
talked in his office, in through the
door walked a confident-looking
young man. When he saw me, his
bright blue eyes lit up, and he
strode forward, hand outstretched.
It was Giles Thompson, who will
be one of the first to wear our new

fluid prosthetic socket.

THE EDITORIAL

To work, an editorial conclusion must be
short; sometimes even a word or two will
suffice. It's most effective when the writ-
er’s opinion is as important as the sub-
ject of the piece and also works well in
first-person, personal-experience arti-
cles. Be careful with it, though. Some-
times it's better to convey your opinion
in a more subtle manner.,

Maureen Orth uses the editorial
ending effectively in her Vanity Fair
story “‘Proud Mary,” about Mary Rob-
inson, the first woman president of
Ireland.

Orth begins by setting this scene:

She is walking alone behind the
gnarled men of the village who have
come to greet her with a big green
satin banner that says, ‘‘May God
Save Ireland.” She considers herself
in the same business these days.
Along the way the schoolchildren
have lined up on both sides of the
road, and the junior band, all apple-
cheeked and scrubbed for the big-
gest day this tiny place has seen in
perhaps centuries, is playing tin
whistles in a rousing Presidential
Salute. It is a tableau of tradition
and timelessness in the Irish coun-
tryside, except that it has never
happened before and would not
have but for her.

Continued on page 53
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Orth ends the story with a quote
from philosopher Richard Kearney, and
then an editorial statement of only two
words:

“With Mary Robinson," says
Kearney, “we're into a revision and
a whole reimagining of Ireland as a
sister, as a modern woman.” Hail

Mary.
THE IMPERATIVE

The imperative instructs the reader to do
something, and canadd power and a
sense of urgency to an article. It works
best in how-to articles and some editori-
alsandreviews, inwhichyou're expected
to offer an opinion or give some kind of
advice ("“Try this restaurant,” “Don’t
miss this film,” “Vote yes on issue 2").

I chose an imperative to end this
piece because I felt it best demonstrates
my final point. See if you agree:

The more articles you write,
the easier it will be to recognize the
best way to end them. You might
even begin to think of possible end-
ings midway through your first

‘raft. Until you reach that stage,
wowever, see if one of these ending
types might work for a story you're
having trouble wrapping up. And
remember that you don’t have to
wave your ending under your read-
ers’ noses. Just stop. B

As a writer and editor
for The Fresno Bee for
more than 12 years, and
as an active freelancer,
Bonnie Hearn has had
the last word in more
than 6,000 articles. Her
work has been pub-
lished in Famzly Circle, Entrepre-
neur, The Arizona themry Maga-
zine and Pig Iron. Her first novel won
the National Writers Club Best Book
Award. Another book, Focus Your
Writing & Start Selling Now, is
under consideration at several
publishers.

This story also appears in The

ics of Writing for Magazines, a

_ _cial Writer'’s Digest guide avail-

able on newsstands May 17. (For
ordering information, see page 51 or
call 800/289-0963.)





