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A Sample Essay Between Two Photos, Paragraph by
Paragraph: How the Emotional Hit Is Built

Suppose the sample essay opens like this: “On a weekend tidying the desk, an old
dictionary slid off the shelf and snapped open, and a photo tucked inside drifted to
the floor.” Commentary: the dictionary falling is an accident, the photo escaping is
a discovery, and two chained actions keep the finding unforced. Notice the author
never writes ”“I was reminded of my mother’ s youth”. Not one emotion word appears; the
reader leans forward on their own. Copyable trick: give the old object an entrance

action, slide, drop, drift, instead of ”“I dug out”.

The second paragraph writes the smile in the photo: “She looks about twenty, in a
white shirt, standing beside a bicycle, smiling with a row of teeth showing, eyes
bent into two crescents, chin lifted, as if she had just heard someone tell a joke.”

Commentary: the clever stroke is “as if she had just heard someone tell a joke”, one
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guess giving a still photo a voice. The bicycle dates the era, the white shirt keeps
it clean, two nouns doing the work of three adjectives. Copyable trick: pair the

photo smile with an “as if” clause, guessing what she was laughing at.

The third paragraph pulls in her present smile: ”“I carried the photo into the
kitchen. She was cooking porridge with her back to me, turned at my footsteps, and
smiled once, the lines at her eyes gathering into a flower, the corners of her mouth
lifting just slightly. Both are smiles, but one throws every window open, the other
is afraid of waking someone.” Commentary: the paired simile is the core sentence of
the whole piece, settling every earlier detail in one stroke. Copyable trick: build
the contrast as “one is like..., the other is like...”, with one simile loud and one
sof't.

The closing paragraph: “I said nothing, took the tea—stained cup from beside her
hands and went to wash it. When I came back, the photo was already back in the
dictionary, at page thirty-seven.” Commentary: the guilt lives entirely in washing
the cup. Putting the photo back and the number thirty—-seven give the ending a
physical anchor, without one shout about making mother happy. Copyable trick: end

with a household-chore—sized action, then give the photo a concrete resting place.

The whole essay runs about four hundred words, four paragraphs each doing one
job: discovery, the old smile, the present smile, the closing action. To imitate it,
swap the dictionary for another old object, the bicycle for another period item, the
cup for another chore, and the skeleton stays while the flesh is replaced, and you

have an essay of your own.
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