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Prose Is Not a Diary: Turning the Return of a Coin into

Three Imagistic Scenes

Prose and narrative differ in where the weight sits: narrative records what
happened, prose records what shifted inside you in that moment. For returning a coin,
narrative would explain cause and effect; prose stays in three scenes only: the coin
at the counter, the instant of hesitation, the turn to return it. The first step is

pairing each scene with one sensory detail.

For the coin at the counter, do not write that the cashier overpaid one yuan.

Write how it lies in the palm: the fifty—fen coin still warm from the cashier’ s hand,
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a fragment of candy wrapper caught in the ridges of its edge. Choose touch or sight,
one detail is enough; more turns cloying. In prose the coin is not money but the

weight of an accident; let the reader touch it first.

The instant of hesitation is the heart of the piece, but prose does not say I
felt conflicted. It writes the body: the throat tightens, like swallowing sugar that
will not dissolve; the feet drift toward the door while the palm sweats around the
coin. Break hesitation into two or three bodily reactions and readers read the
conflict themselves. The setting can carry it too: the door chime rings once, then
again, people ahead leave, and only you still stand at the counter. The chime says

that time is moving.

The return scene needs short actions and a long aftertaste. Write: I turn, the
coin goes back on the counter, pushed out, like declining something that was never
mine. The shopkeeper looks up and says something; prose need not make the words
clear, only that the voice was light, as if afraid to startle something. Do not end
with a moral. Stop on one image: outside, the wind blows, the palm is empty, and

somehow lighter. Emptiness against lightness finishes the talk about weight.

Rhythm comes from sentence length. In the hesitation paragraph use short
sentences, step by step: The chime rings. I stand. The coin sweats. After the return,
use long sentences and let the breath loosen. For 600 words, the three scenes take
roughly 200, 220, and 180, the middle heaviest. Scenes connect through the continuity
of the senses: if the last paragraph ends with the coin sweating, open the next with
the shoe scraping the floor; the hand’s tension hands off to the feet’s tension. No
words like afterwards or next are needed; in prose the scene change is the sense

walking over on its own, not time pushing it.

Finally check for narrative creep: did you explain why you went shopping, who the
shopkeeper is, what happened after you got home. Delete all of it. Prose keeps only
the three scenes and their senses, explaining nothing before or after, letting the
coin speak. A small test when done: shuffle the three scene paragraphs and reread. If
the difference is small, the senses are holding; if shuffling makes it unreadable,

you still wrote narrative, merely cut into three pieces.
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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.

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:
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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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Five Traps in Writing Honesty Prose: From Laundry Lists
to Self-Praise

Honesty prose is hard because it slips back into plain narrative at the first
carelessness. Five traps come up again and again; each one gets its symptom and its

fix below.

Trap one, the laundry list. Symptom: On the way home from school I passed the
corner shop, bought a bottle of water, the owner gave me fifty fen too much in
change, I thought for a moment, returned it, and felt at ease. Time, place, course,
feeling, nothing is missing except pictures. The fix: delete every time word and
start from the palm. Let readers touch the coin first; the event can come in a little

later.

Trap two, images as decoration. Symptom: the opening says the sunshine was
lovely, the ending says the sun was setting, neither has anything to do with the
coin, pure ornament. The fix: make the central image change state. The coin is cold
at the counter, warmed by the grip during hesitation, and after the return the palm
is empty. One coin, three states, and the mood grows on it instead of hanging beside
it.

Trap three, the moral arriving early. Symptom: in the hesitation paragraph pops
up I remembered the teacher saying one should be honest, or my mother taught me, or
this event educated me. Search for these words: said, taught, educated, told. Any one
of them collapses a stretch of mood. The fix: delete the moral entirely and replace

it with bodily reactions, a tight throat, sticky fingers, feet that will not move.
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Readers will reach the moral themselves, and what they reach weighs more than what

you hand them.

Trap four, self-praise at the ending. Symptom: what an honest person I am, I am
proud of myself. Self-praise is the ugliest line in prose; it zeroes out every
sensory effort before it. The fix: keep only one external image at the end, the wind,
an empty palm, a distant chime, and let the picture be glad for you instead of

stepping forward to be glad yourself.

Trap five, piling up adjectives. Symptom: a nervous mood, a fierce struggle, a
difficult choice, three adjectives in a row and not one concrete thing. The fix:
trade adjectives for nouns and verbs. Difficult choice becomes the coin flipping once
in the palm; nervous mood becomes the shoe scraping the floor absurdly loud.

Adjectives summarize; nouns and verbs are the scene, and prose wants the scene.

Two self-checks. Before writing: pair each of the three scenes with one sensory
detail, jot them in the margin, and do not start until all three are there. Before
submitting: search the full text for said, taught, educated, told, proud, and delete
or turn into a picture whatever you find. The deadliest of the five are traps three
and four. The moral and self-praise are brothers; one lectures on your behalf, the

other hands you a certificate, and prose wants neither.
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