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Critique: How Three Scenes Make Fear Concrete

Using an essay like ’Walking Home Alone for the First Time’ as the example, let
us see paragraph by paragraph how fear gets written. Master these three moves, and

the arc from fear to courage becomes concrete.

Scene one, hesitating at the crossing. The model essay writes taking two steps
and stepping back, watching a first—-grader cross alone, thinking I am in fourth grade
already, and jogging over as the green light runs out. Critique: the hesitation is
all action and thought, and the words I hesitated never appear. Stepping back is the
body, fourth grade is the inner voice, the dying green light is outside pressure.
Combine the three and hesitation exists. When writing, follow the recipe: one back-

and-forth action, one inner voice, one thing rushing you.

Scene two, the stranger. The model essay first has footsteps matching my pace,
faster when I am faster, slower when I am slower; palms sweating, gripping the bag

strap; then the man speaks and asks for directions, the misunderstanding dissolves,
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and the last line adds that I only then noticed the strap had been in my hand all
along. Critique: this scene uses the misunderstanding method. Fear comes from
guessing, and guessing must be dismantled by facts; the moment it is dismantled, fear
turns into embarrassment by itself. Two cautions: the evidence of the
misunderstanding must be real, and synchronized footsteps really do happen; the
dissolution must be plain, the man is just asking directions, not performing a good

deed, and plainness is what convinces.

Scene three, opening the door. The key in the lock with a shaking hand, one call
of Mom, the door shut, standing with the back against it, sweat soaking the strap.
Critique: courage is not written as I became brave but as the hand still shaking
while the door opens. Shake plus door open is the definition of courage: doing the
thing while afraid. The sweat at the end looks back on the whole road without

summarizing.

The order of the three scenes: hesitation, misunderstanding, door. Fear follows
the same order: vaguest at the crossing, most real on the road, landing at the door.
When arranging your own scenes, walk this slope: vague fear first, real fear next,

and finally how the fear leaves.

Finally, the closing line: fear is biggest when you stand still, and it shrinks
with every step forward. This insight grew out of those two steps back at the
crossing; it is not a pasted-on moral. Before writing an insight, test it: delete it
and check whether somewhere earlier already says the same thing. If yes, the insight

stands.
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