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How to Write a Short Story: Arranging Cause, Process,
and Result

The assignment fixes three plot points: getting lost on a rainy night, a light
that stays on, and a kind stranger walking you home. Arrange them as cause, process,
and result, and split 400 words like this: 80 for the cause, 240 for the process, 80

for the result.

The cause should be short. One sentence explains why you took that road. For
example: I was carrying an umbrella to my father who worked late, and cut through a
brand new street whose streetlamps had not been connected yet. That one sentence
gives the time, the reason, and the reason you got lost, and the cause is done. A
common fault is spending a whole page on how Mum gave the order, so the reader never

reaches the getting lost part.

The process is the trunk of the story and needs at least two turns. The first
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turn makes things worse: every street looks the same, rain runs down my neck, and I
squat under a young tree wanting to cry but forcing the tears back. The second turn
brings a change: just as I decide to charge ahead blindly, a light comes on ahead —
a convenience store that should have closed is still open, and the shopkeeper in an
apron waves me over. Write the turns with action and feeling. Do not write I was very
anxious; write I bit my lip and looked around, and all I could see was white sheets

of rain.

The result must return to the light. The shopkeeper asks where I live and walks
me home under her umbrella after closing, tilting it toward me the whole way. When I
get home and look back, the light is still glowing deep in the curtain of rain. End
with one line: every time I pass that street now, I glance at that window. Do not

shout slogans about kindness everywhere; keep the feeling on the lamp.

After writing, ask yourself three questions: Does the story tell only one event?
Are there two turns in the process? Does the ending return to the light? One more
safeguard beyond the three parts: the whole story tells only one event. From leaving
home to getting back, the time span is one evening, and only three characters appear
— me, the shopkeeper, my father. Do not insert the shopkeeper’ s childhood, and do
not continue into the next school day. One event written thoroughly fits 400 words

exactly; two events crammed together turn into a running list.

After writing, ask yourself three questions: Does the story tell only one event?
Are there two turns in the process? Does the ending return to the light? If any

answer is no, go back and fix that paragraph.
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