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Annotated 600—word Prose Sample: The Coin I Gave Back,
How the Mood Holds

This prose piece has three paragraphs matching the three imagistic scenes. See

how the mood stands and what keeps it from collapsing.

Paragraph one, the coin at the counter, about 190 characters. First line: the
coin lies in my palm, fifty fen, cold, unclear whether it is cold or my hand is.
Comment: the word cold opens it, touch before event; readers feel before knowing what
happened. Layer two: candy-wrapper fragments caught in the edge ridges, a detail too
small to be fake and too real to be showy. Only in layer three does the event appear
lightly: the register miscounted, this extra coin, and nobody saw. Those five words,

nobody saw, set the whole tension: no witness, only you and the coin.
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Paragraph two, the instant of hesitation, about 220 characters, the longest. The
feet: half a step toward the door, the shoe scraping the floor absurdly loud, loud as
if someone shouted for you. The hand: the coin flips once in the palm, flips back,
and by the third flip the fingers are sticky. The setting: the cooler’ s compressor
hums, then suddenly stops, and the quiet presses down until the ears ring. Comment:
across three layers not one word is hesitation, conflict, or struggle; all is body
and setting. The stopped compressor is the best stroke; the outer silence catches the
inner ringing. That is mood, not piled rhetoric but senses aimed true. The short—long
rhythm peaks here: Half a step. Stop. Flip. Three short beats, then one long

sentence, breath tightening and loosening.

Paragraph three, the turn to return, about 180 characters. The actions: I turn,
press the coin onto the counter, push it over, and when my fingertips leave there is
a little reluctance, reluctant not for the coin but for the possibility of needing no
account. Comment: press, push, leave, three clean verbs. The half-sentence about
reluctance is honest; prose does not beautify the writer, and admitting reluctance
makes the piece stand. The closing image: outside, wind pours into the sleeves, the
palm is empty, empty and light. Comment: emptiness and lightness close the piece

without the word honesty:; honesty lives in the emptied palm.

Two places in the first draft collapsed the mood and were cut. One: the second
paragraph once had I remembered our teacher telling us to be honest. The moment the
moral entered, all bodily feeling leaked out; after deletion the hesitation stood
again on the sticky fingers flipping the coin. Two: the ending once read what an
honest child I am. Self-praise wrecked empty and light; after deletion the image
speaks for itself.

The whole piece is about 590 words. A checklist for writers: is the event told in
one sentence; does hesitation run entirely on body and setting; is there one

unflattering honest admission; does the ending stop on an image. Four yes answers and
the mood holds.
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