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A Sample Essay, The Orange Window: What Steady Language
Looks Like

Suppose the sample opens: six thirty in the evening, the sky runs slower than the
clock. I walk over from the far side of the bridge, backpack straps swinging on my
shoulders, and I look up: the third floor of our unit glows orange. Review: four
words, sky slower than the clock, hand over the season and the light at once, without
writing how beautiful the autumn evening is. The swinging straps are walking rhythm
and the body memory of a middle schooler getting out of school. First trait of steady

language: all exposition hidden inside nouns and verbs.

The second paragraph, carrying dishes under the lamp: the door opens and she is
setting the fourth dish on the table, the fourth, I counted. Sweat on her forehead
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flashes once under the light, and she says wash your hands, dinner is ready, her
voice the same as always. Review: the fourth, I counted, five characters are the
center of gravity of the whole essay; counting plates says I stood in the doorway a
while, says I noticed she made four trips, and not one word of heartache is needed
Her voice the same as always is the key sentence of steady writing: take a big thing
with an ordinary tone, and the emotion lands heavier. Copyable trick: give repeated

actions a count, and let counting replace lyricism.

The third paragraph, the water: as she sits she pulls the apron off over her
head, folds it twice, and drapes it on the chair back. I fill a cup, test it against
the glass, and hand it over. She sips and says today the water is just right. Review:
test it against the glass, three words, is the finest stroke; testing temperature
says I once watched her test water temperature, and imitation is inheritance. Today
the water is just right carries a double meaning, the water is right and so is
tonight, the author does not point it out and the reader catches it. Copyable trick:
to write repayment, never write the word repayment; write one action imitating the

other person.

The fourth paragraph, the lamp’s third appearance: after dinner she does not
switch on the big kitchen light, washing dishes by the dining room light, and from
behind I watch her shadow fall on the kitchen doorframe, perfectly quiet. Review:
this time the lamp exits, borrowing light from the dining room, shadow standing in
for lamp. Steady prose allows the light to dim; emotion does not need to turn up the
brightness. Perfectly quiet is the only reduplicated word pair in the essay, and one
is enough. Copyable trick: the thread object may exit at the end, closed by its

shadow or leftover glow.

The ending: later I board at school, and after evening study I look up at the
dorm, every floor lit with white lamps, not one window orange. I speed up toward my
room, the sky slower than the clock, dinner hour past, she has probably finished the
dishes by now. Review: the ending leaves the lamp at home and writes the footsteps
faster, elevating on the guess she has probably finished the dishes, without one
lyrical word, and the reader’s heart lights up on its own. Copyable trick: close on a

guess, and let the guess be made entirely of daily life; that is natural elevation.
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