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A Tadpole Fable Sample Annotated Paragraph by Paragraph

Suppose the fable is titled Who Is Our Mother. Paragraph one: a crowd of black
heads with tails crawl out into the stream, and an old shrimp tells them your mother
has four legs. Comment: one sentence gives the heroes and the task. Four legs is the
clue of the whole story, planted in the first paragraph, and every later mistake is

checked against it. That is called putting the clue first.

Paragraph two: the tadpoles meet a little fish, but the fish has no legs. So they
look for legs. They swim past the weeds and see a crab waving its legs. The tadpoles

shout, Mother! The crab blocks sideways, I am not your mother, I have eight legs.
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Comment: the first mistake lands on the number of legs, a shout of mother gets
rejected, and the plot takes a small tumble. The line I am not your mother, I have

eight legs has character, and the crab sideways manner shows through.

Paragraph three: they meet a turtle crawling slowly on four legs. Just as the
tadpoles start to shout mother, the turtle smiles and says your mother can sing,
croak croak. Comment: the second mistake changes the reason from legs to singing, and
the clue upgrades. The slow turtle against the quick frog is also a quiet contrast,

never stated, yet children catch it.

Paragraph four: rain falls, and croaking sounds on a lotus leaf. The tadpoles
swim over. The frog on the leaf has four legs and a white belly, singing. She looks
down, you are my babies. Comment: the finding moment is guided by sound, echoing the
singing clue from the last paragraph. The spoken line you are my babies sounds more

like a frog mother than the formal you are my children.

Paragraph five: the tadpoles hop onto the leaf and notice that somewhere along
the way they too grew four legs. Comment: the ending gathers the growing clue. The
moral needs no extra sentence; it hides inside the moment of noticing their own legs,
which is the lightest touch in this fable.

Two spots to improve. First, after the crab they could meet one more creature,
say a lizard with four legs that cannot sing, so the three mistakes fill the rhythm
more fully. Second, the old shrimp says the mother has four legs, but the shrimp
never saw a frog, how would it know? Change it to having heard the frog croak, or

heard it from an old turtle, and the source of information becomes solid.

One last detail this sample handles well: the only onomatopoeia in the whole
fable is croak, and it first appears in the mouth of the turtle as a report, then
truly sounds on the lotus leaf. The clue sound borrows the voice of another creature
before taking the stage itself, so readers who hear croaking already know the mother
is near. That beats writing plainly that they found a frog. When writing your own

fable, borrow this trick: let the key clue hide once before it jumps out.
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