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How to Write a Contrast—style Nostalgia Essay:

Alternating Past and Present

The most common mistake in nostalgia essays is filling a whole page with the past
and then, in the last paragraph, a small voice suddenly announces that childhood is
missed. Contrast only carries force when past and present alternate. Of the three
alternating structures, the sandwich is the safest: a short present-day revisit to
open, two long middle paragraphs of playing in the stream and napping in tree shade,
and an ending back at the stream today. The opening needs three or four sentences

only — the widened bridge, the missing stones — pulling the reader backward.

The two past scenes also need a seam. After the water play, transition through a
bodily feeling: tired out, we climbed to the big camphor tree on the bank, spread a
grass mat, and the cicadas covered everything as our eyelids grew heavy. The body
moves from water to shade and the scene changes; no announcement like next we took a

nap.

Contrast sentences must be concrete. Do not write that the present me is less

happy; write the object—-level pair: once a shallow ditch could hold a whole
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afternoon, now the river has railings and I no longer know where to put my hands.
Nostalgia lands on things, and the reader reaches the conclusion on their own, which

weighs ten times more than the author shouting it.

Word budget: two hundred and twenty for water play, one hundred eighty for the
nap, one hundred fifty for the revisit, seventy or eighty each for opening and
closing. Put the most details in the water scene, the joy itself; slow the nap scene
with longer sentences matching drowsiness; shorten sentences in the revisit, because

short sentences carry loss.

The insight is not its own paragraph; it grows out of the last image. Stop the
revisit on one concrete thing: hand into the water, the cold exactly as memory kept
it, a moment standing, then turning back. End there — the insight is already inside
the action. If one more line is unavoidable, keep it short, like the stream still
holds that temperature, only the listener has grown up, and stop at once. Never a

second round of commentary.
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