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Model Essay Review: The I Don’ t Know I Never Took Back

The model essay below, written as if by a junior high student, moves through
promise, test, and kept word. Review it paragraph by paragraph to see how

trustworthiness gets written concretely.

The promise paragraph reads: A-Zhe cornered me at the stairwell turn, crumpling a
mineral water bottle in his hand, saying his parents’ divorce was told to me alone
and asking me not to pick it up in class. I froze for two seconds and said okay.
Review: the crumpled bottle is this paragraph’s anchor; all of A-Zhe’s tension lives
in his hand, so the essay never has to state his pain. Freezing for two seconds beats
an instant yes, and it pre—loads the weight of the coming test. Where it could go one
step further: make the word okay slightly more specific, adding something like Can 1
just not say it?, stretching the hesitation by half a beat.

The test paragraph reads: At Thursday’ s break the homeroom teacher called six of

us into the corridor and asked one by one who started the rumor about A-Zhe s family.
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It was my turn. The three students before me each said they did not know, and I knew
that if I said it again the mud would slide onto the ones who had not spoken at all.
I rubbed my palm twice against the seam of my uniform trousers and heard myself say:
I don’ t know, stop asking me. Review: this paragraph runs on an information gap. The
reader knows the truth; the teacher does not; the three classmates do not. The
tension is carried entirely by that gap. Only one action is given, the rub against
the seam, and that is enough; more would ring false. Where it could go further: press
the environment in from the far end of the corridor, for example the exercise music
playing in the classroom, its beat hammering down on the half-second before you

speak.

The kept—word paragraph reads: The rumor’ s edge turned toward me; some said I was
the source. I did not defend myself, because defending meant naming A-Zhe. For two
weeks nobody passed me new gossip at break, and I kept doing problems as usual. On
Friday after school A-Zhe waited for me at the gate and said I know you didn’ t tell,
and I nodded and walked on. Review: the cost is written as everyday coldness, not
tears or shouting, which fits how junior high actually feels. A-Zhe’s single sentence
is the heaviest line in the essay; the reward for keeping the word is only this one
line, with no extra shot, well restrained. Where it could go further: after kept
doing problems, add one concrete repeated action, like correcting the same wrong

problem three times, so the two hard weeks land on one repeated gesture.

Read together, the essay spends its words on the test: about two hundred and
fifty words live inside that one minute in the corridor, while promise and kept word
take roughly one hundred each. With the weight placed correctly, honesty stops being

shouted and starts being shown.
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