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Stringing Three Scenes Into One Essay: 0ld Photos, Her

Young Smile, Her Smile Now

Do not just write ”“I found an old photo” and call the first scene done. Land
three details: where the photo turned up, a drawer, an old cardboard box, or deep
inside a phone album; what era it belongs to, black and white or yellowed color, and
where your mother was standing; and how she smiled in it, teeth showing or not, eyes
squinted or not. Suppose you write the drawer version: under an old diary sits a one-—
inch photo, the girl in it wears two braids, the corners of her mouth pulled wide and
urgent, as if she could not wait to tell someone off camera some good news. The more
concrete the detail, the more your later scene of her present smile has something to

stand against.

Put her young smile and her present smile side by side. That comparison is the
heart of the essay. The point is not “she was pretty then and old now” but that the
two smiles are shaped differently. Suppose the young smile is the reckless wide grin
in the photo, and the present smile gathers fine lines at the corners of her eyes and

lifts the corners of her mouth only a little. Give each smile one action: for the
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young one, ~she pointed at her own braids in the photo and laughed out loud”; for the
present one, “she set the soup bowl in front of me, straightened my crooked collar on
the way, then smiled”. Set the two actions down and the difference shows itself, no

need to shout about the cruel years.

Save the touched feeling and the guilt for the third scene, but do not use lines
like “a wave of guilt rose in my heart”. Write guilt as action: suppose the ending
has you look back at the photo, then at your mother in the kitchen, and then you do
one small thing, putting the photo into a frame, or washing the dishes that night.
Close with one line after the action, something like “before the photo went back into
the drawer I looked once more, and this time I memorized what she looked like when
she was young”. Writing scenery with feeling means the scenery carries it: the
kitchen light, clothes hanging on the balcony, steam rising off a bowl, let them say

the sentence you cannot say.

For a four hundred word essay, split the words like this: one hundred twenty for
finding the photo, one hundred eighty for comparing the two smiles, one hundred for
her present smile and the ending. The comparison paragraph runs longest because the
emotional hit depends on it. After writing, check three places: does the photo hold
at least two details, does each smile have its own action, did guilt turn into an

action. If all three hold, the essay stands.
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