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A Sample Diary, The Kitchen at 11:40: Why It Moves,
Paragraph by Paragraph

Suppose the diary opens with: when my watch reached eleven forty, I was the one
who turned on the kitchen light for the first time. Review: one sentence handles all
the time; the watch stands in for I waited a long while, and time speaks for itself.

Takeaway: compress waiting into one reading on a dial, and put it on line one.

The second paragraph is preparation: I took Moms apron off the hook, its straps
spotted with old oil, and tying it at my waist it still hung a bit big. Review: the
apron is the best prop in the piece; the oil spots are evidence of her daily cooking,
and the oversized straps are a body ruler measuring that I am not as tall as she is.

Takeaway: pick one object the other person uses daily that you use for the first
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time, and write where it is worn and where it is too big.

The third paragraph is the salt: in the seconds the shaker tipped into the pot I
counted, my hand shook, I rushed to add cold water, the water went too high, so I
added too many noodles, and the pot packed together like a bus at rush hour. Review:
the mistake becomes a chain reaction, salt leads to water leads to noodles, each link
pulling the next, so the tension rolls out of events rather than adjectives. The
rush—hour bus is the only simile in the whole diary, which is exactly why it glows.

Takeaway: let a mistake roll two links forward, and use at most one simile.

The fourth paragraph is Mom coming in: she walked to the kitchen doorway without
changing her shoes, leaned on the doorframe watching me, and said, noodles today.
Review: without changing her shoes says all the overtime tiredness, far lighter than
writing how thin she has become. Leaning on the frame is a posture and a position at
once: she stands outside the kitchen, [ stand at the stove, and the positions
themselves are the content. Takeaway: for the person arriving, write posture first,

then speech, and keep the speech short.

The fifth paragraph is eating and the smile: she took one bite, said nothing,
took another, and said the salt is just right, lately I have been craving something
bold. Review: this is the finest stroke. The salt was clearly too much, yet Mom calls
it just right, and the smile hides inside that small lie; the author never writes the
word smile, and the reader sees it all. Takeaway: the highest—grade smile needs no

word for smiling, one considerate contrary sentence can carry it.

The ending: she washed the dishes while I wiped the table beside her, and at
eleven fifty—nine she turned off the kitchen light. Review: she turns the light on at
the end because I turned it on at the start, one switch closing the whole piece
without one extra minute. Takeaway: bookend one object with two actions, and add no

commentary at the end.
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