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Five Ways This Topic Goes Wrong, and a Self—Check List

Essays on this topic go wrong in five places. Here is how to spot each one and

fix it.

Error one: just the three words and nothing else. The essay says mom smiled, then
jumps to a new paragraph with no description in between. How to spot it: check
whether eyes, mouth corners, or voice appear anywhere around the word smile. How to
fix it: add two sentences after that line, one for the face and one for the body, for
example her spatula paused for half a second and her mouth corners lifted. Then test
the two sentences: if they would fit any other essay just as well, they are still too

empty.
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Error two: the smile arrives out of nowhere. Everything before went smoothly, so
mom smiling carries no tension. How to spot it: look for one moment earlier when mom
could plausibly have frowned. How to fix it: insert one small accident in the middle
of the event, a spilled item, a wrong step, running out of time, any one of them, in

two or three sentences.

Error three: the whole family smiles together. Mom smiled, dad smiled, I smiled,
and the moment becomes a group photo with the focus gone. How to fix it: delete
everyone elses smile and keep only moms. Turn other peoples reactions into actions,
like dads hand turning the newspaper pausing for a moment, so the camera stays on

mom.

Error four: a shouted slogan at the end. Lines like I felt a mothers love or how
great a mothers love is deflate every detail built before. How to spot it: read the
last paragraph and look for abstract sentences that state the feeling outright. How
to fix it: replace the abstract line with a picture, mom turning back to the wok, the
dish still under the lamp, a photo taped to the fridge the next morning. Let readers

reach the feeling themselves instead of shouting it for them.

Error five: the event is too big and the smile gets crushed. Writing about mom
nursing me through illness or rushing me to the hospital at night makes the final
smile look light, almost disrespectful to the hardship before it. How to fix it:
shrink the event, one home—cooked meal, a fixed desk lamp, one package picked up. A
small event fits a small smile, and the weight matches. If the event really is big,

do not end with a smile; close on a different action.

After writing, run down this checklist and tick each line: one, is there a small
accident inside the event; two, is the smile broken into at least two body parts;
three, before smiling did mom look at things first and then at the person; four, is
anyone besides mom smiling; five, does the last paragraph state the feeling outright;
six, does the word smile appear no more than three times in the whole essay. Six
ticks and the essay will not crash. For any unticked line, fix only that line, then

tick again, which is faster than rewriting from scratch.
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