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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.
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The process is the trunk of the story and needs at least two turns. The first
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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The Light in the Rainy Night: A Model Story with
Paragraph Notes

The model story is about 550 words and includes all three required plot points.
Read it through first, then follow the paragraph notes and see what you can copy into

your own draft.

Opening: That evening Mum asked me to bring an umbrella to my father who was
working late. To save time I cut through the new street, not knowing its streetlamps
had not been connected yet. Halfway across, the rain came down hard, and the drops
beat a white haze on the umbrella. I hurried, turned twice, and lost all sense of
direction. Two streets looked exactly alike, all brand—new gray walls, rainwater
running into little gutters. I squatted under a newly planted tree, rain trickling
down my neck, wanting to cry but forcing it back — crying on the street would be too

embarrassing.

Middle: Just as I gritted my teeth to charge ahead blindly, a yellow light glowed
ahead. A corner store that should have closed was still open, and the shopkeeper in
an apron pushed the door and waved me over. She asked why I was alone in the rain,
listened, said only sit down and drink some hot water, pressed the cup into my hands,
and closed the shutter only after I finished. On the way home she held the umbrella
over my head while her own left shoulder soaked through. I told her my father’s

office was the other way, and she said it was fine, drop me off first.

Ending: At the gate of my neighborhood I looked back, and deep in the rain the
light was still on, like a small piece of gold fallen into water. My father waited at
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the gate. 1 told him about the lamp, and he said that store closes at nine — tonight
it stayed on for you. I half believed him, but ever since, every time I pass that

street in daylight, I glance at that window.

Note on the cause: only three sentences — why I took that street, what it looked
like, how the rain started — and getting lost follows at once. Many students spend

nearly a page here; the contrast shows the gap.

Note on the process: two turns, one worse and one better. Worse: lost, squatting,
holding back tears. Better: the light, the wave. The cup pressed into my hands, the
umbrella over my head, the soaked shoulder are all actions; the words anxious or

moved never appear, yet the reader feels them.

Note on the ending: the father’s line, tonight it stayed on for you, reveals half
of the stranger’ s kindness and leaves the half for the reader. The last line,
glancing at the window, closes the feeling on an action, with no slogan anywhere.
That is seeing the large through the small: one lamp and one cup of water speak of

goodwill that asks nothing back.
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Five Traps Students Fall Into When Writing This Short
Story

This assignment is not hard; what is hard is that everyone falls into the same
few traps. Each trap below comes with a realistic sick sentence and its repair. Check

your draft against them once — that helps more than writing two extra drafts.

Trap one: the cause is too long and getting lost arrives too late. Sick sentence:
the first paragraph covers how Mum gave the order, why Dad worked late, and how I
drank a sip of water before leaving — nearly a page and I still have not reached the
street. Repair: squeeze the cause into three sentences. Sentence one, step out;

sentence two, enter the street; sentence three, the rain falls.

Trap two: the process is a straight line with no turns. Sick sentence: I got
lost, then saw a store, then the lady walked me home, the end. Everything goes
smoothly and the reader never flinches. Repair: before the light appears, make things
worse once — squat under a tree wanting to cry, or nearly bump into a barrier
blindly — then let the light come on.

Trap three: leaning on shouted slogans. Sick sentence: Oh, true feeling is
everywhere in the human world, I want to thank this auntie! Once such a line appears,
the lamp and the hot water you wrote are wasted. Repair: replace the slogan with an
action — I glance at that window every time I pass by — and the feeling steps

forward by itself.

Trap four: the kind stranger talks like an official report. Sick sentence: The
auntie said earnestly, student, helping others is the traditional virtue of our
nation. Real people in a child’ s story never talk like that. Repair: give her short
lines — drink some hot water first, it is fine, drop you off first — the shorter,

the more real.

Trap five: the plot contradicts itself. Common sick sentences: earlier the
streetlamps had no power, later I read a street sign by lamplight; earlier the rain
was too heavy to see, later I clearly recognized the way home. Repair: after writing,

trace time, weather, and light from start to end; wherever an early sentence 1is
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betrayed by a later one, fix one side instead of leaving it for readers to catch.

Finally, a checklist. Five questions before writing: Am I telling only one event?
Are all three plot points in? How many sentences is the cause? How many turns in the
process? Does the ending return to the light? Five questions after writing: Any
slogan longer than three sentences? Do the auntie’s lines sound like a real person?
Any weather or light contradiction? Any paragraph that is all telling and no showing?
Is the word count inside the limit? If you can answer all ten without hesitating, the

story stands.
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