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Where the Red Pen Came From: How a Little Story Gets Its
Beginning, Middle, and End

For a little story about a teacher, the plot need not be big; one small thread is
enough: a red pen. The red pen is good because it shows up in homework notebooks
every day and every primary school student knows it. String a beginning, a middle,

and an end on it, and the story grows by itself.

The beginning must be small and concrete. Do not write that the teacher works
hard; write one specific trouble: on Wednesday afternoon, grading the dictation books
of the third row, the red pen runs dry on the very last character. He switches to
another; still dry. He pulls out the refill: empty. He searches the drawer and finds
only one blue pen. That is the beginning: a small trouble that must be solved today.
The test for a beginning is that the reader instantly understands the trouble, and

the trouble is small but unavoidable.
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The middle needs two small turns. The first: the teacher starts with the blue
pen, finishes two books, then stops — blue marks blend with the students’ black
writing, and you cannot tell which marks are corrections. The second: he puts the
blue pen down, walks to the little shop, buys a box of red refills, comes back, and
goes over those two blue—graded books again in red. Write the middle one action at a
time: searching the drawer, testing pens, stopping, walking, paying, opening the
package, refilling, rewriting. The most common mistake in a child s story is skipping
actions and jumping to results — writing that the teacher simply brought new pens

the next day. All the middle actions vanish, and the story goes flat.

The end must land on a change. The ending is not that the teacher bought pens; it
is that after that day, something extra appears in the notebooks: on the last page of
each dictation book, the teacher draws a small check in red — a full check for
perfect work, half a check when there are mistakes. The class starts looking forward
to turning to the last page. The test for an ending: a prop from earlier appears once
more at the close. The red pen drawing that check at the end pulls the thread back

in.

For concise, lively language: one sentence, one thing; delete words like very,
especially, extremely; give the red pen a sound — the nib hissing on paper, and when

dry, a silent white scratch. Once sound appears, the sentence comes alive.

Final check: is the beginning a small trouble of the day, does the middle have at
least two action—turns, does the end have a change plus a prop returning? With all

three, a four—hundred-word story stands up.
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