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Three Family Moments That Go Wrong on Paper, and How to

Save Each One

The first moment that often goes wrong: bringing an umbrella in the rain. The
diagnostic signal is sentences about how hard mom works and how much she loves me,
appearing before the wet shoulder is seen. That means the author rushed to praise and
spoiled the feeling. The fix: delete every praise sentence and replace it with an
order of seeing. Demonstration: halfway home she switched the umbrella to her other
hand, and only then I saw that her right shoulder was a darker shade than the
raincoat. Delete the adjectives, keep the color, and the reader’ s heart aches on its

Own.

The second moment: waiting at the school gate. Many children write waiting like a
punishment: I waited long, I was angry, [ was bored — three sentences and done.
Waiting is actually inner drama. The fix: add two actions and one contradiction.
Action one: digging through the schoolbag twice, no umbrella. Action two: staring at

the gate, hoping a familiar adult appears. The contradiction: also hoping it is not
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my mom, because I am still angry. With that contradiction, the moment mom squeezes

through the crowd carries weight, because two voices were already fighting inside.

The third moment: staying by the sickbed. This topic slides most easily into
melodrama: mom watched over me all night, her eyes red, her hair gray, I cried from
being moved. Four misery sentences in a row numb the reader. The fix: subtraction
plus close—up. Keep only one misery sentence and enlarge one concrete small thing.
For example: she slept slumped at the bedside, still holding the thermometer in her
hand; or her first words on waking were what is the temperature now. Watching all
night is a summary; the thermometer in her hand is a picture, and pictures beat

summaries.

All three moments share one revision principle: wherever a feeling—word appears,
replace it with something visible. Heartache becomes the dark shoulder; anger becomes
the twice—dug schoolbag; gratitude becomes the note under the pillow. After revising,
read aloud: if a paragraph has both a feeling—word and a picture, delete the feeling-

word and keep the picture.

One final reminder: emotional truth is not sentimentality. Sentimentality is the
author crying for the reader; truth is the author laying things out so the reader
cries by themselves. A sixth—grade essay that holds this line already stands above

most of its kind.
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