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A Sample Essay, Mom Within Half a Meter: Beauty Without
Piling On

Suppose the sample opens: the kitchen lamp throws her shadow onto the tile floor,
and the shadow is wider than she is. Review: not one word like beautiful or great in
the whole essay; the first line builds a picture with lamp and shadow, and shadow
wider than the person is an observation, not rhetoric. Copyable trick: the first

paragraph hands over only objects and light, with a zero quota for adjectives.

The second paragraph is the back view: she tosses the wok once, the vegetables
turning over sound like a short rain, she frees her right hand to wipe twice on the
apron, and keeps going. Review: like a short rain is the first and only simile so
far, placed on a sound, exactly right. Wipe twice and keep going writes down never

stopping; the person cooking does not philosophize, and the author does not
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philosophize for her. Copyable trick: limit similes to one, spent on the plainest

action.

The third paragraph, the fine lines, handled like this: I hand her the plate, and
as she takes it she leans in, the lamp overhead whitening her face, and I see the
fine lines at the corners of her smiling eyes, like cracks on a dried-out riverbed,
shallow, but really there. Review: leaning in creates the half-meter distance, the
lamp is fill light, two physical steps precede the lines. The dried riverbed is the
second and last simile, two similes total is the ceiling, and that is the hard
measure of not piling on. Shallow, but really there, six words carrying a thread of
unwillingness, emotion hidden inside a short sentence instead of shouted. Copyable
trick: two physical setup moves before the lines appear, and never more than two

similes in the whole piece.

The fourth paragraph is the feeling of growing up: this year I am taller than she
is was built by stacking the year she bent down to pick up a fallen vegetable leaf
onto the year I reached up and could not. Review: the word years never appears, and
two events stacked give time its thickness. This is the orthodox way of fusing scene
and feeling: feeling never walks out alone, it grows on the scene. Copyable trick: to
write the years, never write the word years; place two actions years apart side by

side.

The ending: she sets the plate down and smiles once more, this time with her back
to the lamp, so I cannot see the corners of her eyes, only the apron strings knotted
into a bow behind her waist. Review: the ending deliberately blurs the lines and
yields the view to the apron strings; clear and unclear alternating makes the reader
remember those two lines all the more. Copyable trick: arrange one moment of not-—

seeing at the place the reader most wants to see, and closure beats delivery.
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