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Grade 10 Narrative Essay Example: "Dead Reckoning" 

[The title introduces an important metaphor used throughout the essay. “Dead 

reckoning” is a navigation method, but it also becomes a symbol for life and personal 

growth. Strong narrative essay titles often connect to the deeper meaning of the story.] 

My father taught me to navigate by stars before he taught me to drive, which is 

probably backward, but that was his order of priorities. 

[This opening immediately introduces character, relationship, and tone. Narrative 

essays often begin with an unusual or meaningful statement that makes readers curious and 

establishes the writer’s voice.] 

We'd go out in the boat on clear nights (a flat-bottomed aluminum thing with a ten-

horsepower engine that smelled permanently of gasoline), and he'd cut the motor somewhere 

in the middle of the lake and say, "Now. Get us back." No phone. No GPS. Just the sky and 

whatever I remembered from the previous time. 

[This paragraph sets the scene with sensory details and specific descriptions. Readers 

can imagine the smell of gasoline, the darkness, and the challenge of finding the way back. 

Strong narrative essays use detailed imagery to make experiences feel real.] 

I was terrible at it for a long time. I'd pick the wrong star, or I'd know the right star 

and lose it behind a cloud, or I'd confidently set a course that took us further from the dock 

before I admitted I'd gotten it wrong. My father was patient in the particular way of people 

who have decided that failure is educational. He never took the oars. He'd sit in the back of 

the boat, drinking coffee from a thermos, and let me figure it out. 

[This section introduces struggle and character development. Narrative essays 

become meaningful when writers describe mistakes, challenges, or failures honestly. The 

father’s patience also helps reveal his personality without directly stating it.] 

"Dead reckoning," he said one night, when I asked what sailors did before accurate 

charts. "You know where you started. You know roughly how fast you're moving. You 

estimate the direction. You keep adjusting." 

"What if you're wrong?" 

"Then you adjust again. The whole system is just a series of corrections." 

[Dialogue is used here not only to continue the story but also to introduce the central 

lesson of the essay. In strong narratives, conversations often reveal themes or ideas that 

become important later in the piece.] 
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I got better at it. Not perfect; I still sometimes set a confident course in the wrong 

direction. But what improved wasn't just the star identification. It was the tolerance for being 

wrong in the middle of open water and not panicking about it. Being wrong was just 

information. Adjust the heading. Keep going. 

[This paragraph shows personal growth and reflection. Narrative essays should 

explain how experiences changed the writer’s thinking, attitude, or understanding of life.] 

My father got sick when I was sixteen. The illness moved slowly at first, then faster. 

He gave up the boat before he gave up driving, and he gave up driving before the end. There 

were a lot of things I would have asked him if I'd known the timeline earlier, but I don't think 

navigation would have been on the list. I think I had gotten the lesson. 

[Here, the story becomes more emotional and serious. Narrative essays often include 

turning points that deepen the meaning of earlier events. Notice how the writer connects the 

father’s lessons about navigation to life itself.] 

Some things you learn in boats. Some things you learn by being out on open water in 

the dark with no landmarks and a father who is drinking coffee in the stern waiting for you to 

figure it out. 

[This short reflective paragraph uses symbolism and metaphor. The “open water in 

the dark” represents uncertainty in life. Advanced narrative essays often include symbolic 

ideas that connect the personal story to broader human experiences.] 

I still go out on the lake sometimes, in a different boat now. I still cut the motor and 

look up. Dead reckoning: you know where you started, you estimate the direction, and you 

keep adjusting. The whole system is a series of corrections. 

[This section returns to the main idea from earlier in the essay. Narrative essays often 

repeat important phrases or images to create unity and remind readers of the central theme.] 

I think that's probably true of more than navigation. 

[The ending is simple but powerful. Instead of explaining everything directly, the 

writer leaves readers thinking about the deeper message: life itself involves mistakes, 

adjustments, and learning along the way. Effective narrative essay conclusions often end with 

reflection rather than a dramatic final event.] 


