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Line-by-Line Review of a 500-Word Shopping Diary: Which

Sentences Saved It

Suppose a sixth—grader writes a diary called The Saturday Market. The first
paragraph read: Saturday six a.m., the alarm went off and I got up right away,
because Mom was taking me to buy groceries. Review: the alarm has nothing to do with
shopping; this is the standard opening of a running account. Delete it and open
directly inside the market: before even stepping through the gate, the fishy smell

hit me first. The reader stands inside the scene on line one.

The second paragraph read: the market was packed, with vegetable sellers, meat
sellers and fish sellers, very lively. Review: listing three kinds of sellers is
reading a menu, and very lively is an empty label. The fix is replacing the menu with
three concrete things: the tofu auntie lifted one corner of her white cloth and steam
rose out; two red lamps hung over the butcher block, making the ribs glow red; a kid
stomped into a puddle, screamed once, then laughed at himself. Four details added,

barely more words than the original, completely different information.
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The third paragraph was a single sentence: I helped Mom carry a bag of
vegetables. Review: this is the biggest waste in the whole diary. The topic asks for
helping carry the bag, and one sentence is giving away free points. Three fixes:
first, add how you took the bag, when Mom reached for her wallet you moved the bag
into your own hand; second, add the feel, one corner of the bag sagged downward and
numbed your middle finger; third, add one line of dialogue, Mom said put it down if
it is heavy, you said not heavy, I can carry a bag of potatoes too. The dialogue is

short, but the whole sense of staying with her lives in those two lines.

The fourth paragraph read: Mom smiled and said to me, you have grown up. Review:
you have grown up is a natural thing for adults to say, that is fine; the problem is
the smile itself was never written. The fix adds three parts to the smile: she walked
ahead then suddenly turned back, a thin film of sweat on her forehead; her eyes
narrowed when she smiled, with two shallow lines at the corners; after saying you
have grown up, she casually swapped the bag back to her own hand. The smile lives on
her face, the care lives in the bag—swapping motion, and the paragraph grows from two

lines to five, which is where the brightest spot of the diary appears.

The ending read: what a meaningful day today was. Review: delete the word
meaningful and close with this: that evening Mom stir—-fried the exact bunch of water
spinach we picked together. Ending on one bunch of vegetables lets the reader figure

out on their own why the day stayed.
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