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Five Clichés in This Kind of Essay, with Replacements

Cliché one: gray hair as proof of time. Since who knows when, a few gray hairs
appeared on Mom’ s head. Why it fails: gray hair has been used for decades, readers
skip it on sight. Replace with something equally proof of time but rarely written.
Suppose the apron: the apron straps have gone short, and she ties them with a hard
knot to make do. Straps running short says her waist changed; the hard knot says she

does not care about herself, two facts inside one sentence.

Cliché two: time flies like a shuttle. Why it fails: such idioms are public
property, everyone uses them, which is the same as writing nothing. Replace with one
object changed. Suppose: the spatula at home has had its wooden handle replaced three
times, its face worn a ring thinner, but she never replaced the spatula. The spatula

stays, the handle changes thrice, and time hangs on the worn face.

www. vv99. net



Cliché three: I was moved to tears. Why it fails: tears are the cheapest signal,
and most people in a kitchen scene did not actually cry. Replace with one action you
did not complete. Suppose: I wanted to tuck a fallen strand of hair back behind her
ear, my hand rose, then came down, replaced by turning the flame lower. An unfinished

action rings truer than tears, and the reader feels the sting on their own.

Cliché four: lyrical parallelism. Her smile is the spring wind, the winter sun,
the lamp in the dark night. Why it fails: three borrowed pretties lined up, none of
them landing. Keep only one simile, and find it on her body. Suppose: the lines at
the corners of her smiling eyes look like the shallow grooves worn into her cutting
board by decades of kneading dough. The raw material of the simile comes from her own

kitchen, and that is scene fused with feeling.

Cliché five: ending with a slogan. Mom, may time slow down. Why it fails: begging
time is the most hollowed-out ending in this genre, and time listens to no one. Stop
on a picture happening now. Suppose: she turns off the flame, turns back to ask if it
is salty, I say it is not, and she smiles once more, the lines at her eyes flickering
under the lamp. One question, one answer, one more smile, done, and the last word of

the essay needs no exclamation mark.

The shared logic of all replacements: trade public sentences for things only your
family owns. Gray hair for apron straps, idiom for spatula, tears for a hand put
down, parallelism for grooves in the board, slogan for one exchange of questions. The
test: read each sentence and ask whether it could be copied verbatim into anyone

else’ s essay about their mother; anything that transfers gets replaced.
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