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Five Traps in Borrow—and—Return Stories: Fix Your Draft
With This Checklist

Trap one: forgetting is written too vaguely. The symptom is a single line, I
forgot about the pencil later, with a blank where the middle should be. Readers will
ask, not even one day? why was it never returned? The fix is to split one forgetting
into three failed returns, each with a concrete reason: kept back after school, the
class bell ringing, the uniform going into the washing machine, pick any two and

combine them. Forgetting accumulates; it is not announced.

Trap two: the return years later has no setting. The symptom is a sudden I gave
her the pencil back three years later, as if it fell out of a time tunnel. A return
needs a trigger object: tidying a pouch, spring cleaning, emptying an old school bag,
unpacking moving boxes. Let the pencil be rediscovered first, then go find the

person; get the order right, and the words years later finally have ground under
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them.

Trap three: the time span has no evidence. The symptom is that the story only
writes the words three years, while the pencil looks identical from start to finish.
Check the changes in the thread object: is the paint on the shaft worn, are the edges
of the tape curling, has the tip been used blunt, has the pouch been replaced. Work
two of these into the story, and readers will count the years themselves, which works

better than writing three years.

Trap four: the ending shouts a slogan. The symptom is a final line like I must
grow up to be an honest and trustworthy child. The moment such a sentence appears,
the story turns sour. The fix is to let the ending rest on one action or one line of
dialogue: she takes the pencil and puts it back on the top layer of her pouch, or she
says you still remember, and I say I kept it all along. Delete the slogan and leave

the lesson for the reader to find.

Trap five: the three plots are written separately with no thread object running
through them. The symptom is that you could swap the pencil for an eraser or for
money without changing a single word, which means the pencil is only a prop, not a
thread. The fix is to give the pencil three appearances: its feature is seen clearly
when borrowed, its changes are described while it stays behind, and it is recognized
when returned. At the moment of recognition, have a proof, a name, a piece of tape, a

chip, anything; physical evidence closes the loop.

Walk through the five traps in order: was forgetting split into concrete events,
does the return have a trigger setting, is there physical proof of time, does the
ending stop on an action or a line of dialogue, does the pencil appear three times.
Fix whichever line fails, then reread and delete any sentence whose removal changes
nothing. This checklist also fits every borrow—and-return story about books,

umbrellas, or pocket money; swap the prop, and not one of the five traps changes.
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