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A Model Essay: What the Stream Took Away and What It
Left

In Summer by the Stream there is a passage that lingers: before autumn arrives,
the author sets a fallen leaf on the water, watches it spin downstream, grow smaller,
and disappear around a bend. He stands on the bank until the sun tilts west before
going home. I read this part three times. (This paragraph does one job: quote a

single scene, and keep the leaf and the bend as details for later.)

I think the author was not really waiting for that leaf. He was testing
something: can what the stream carries away ever be caught back? He answers it later,
no, and still he goes to set leaves every day. That is the most honest thing in the
article: it admits nothing can be kept, and still stands there the whole afternoon.
(This paragraph holds one judgment: admitting loss and still willing to wait. The

story below must catch this judgment.)
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Behind my grandparents old house there was a stream too. As a child I soaked in
it every summer, keeping caught shrimp in a jam jar I would watch all night. The year
before last I went back and the stream was gone, replaced by a straight concrete
channel lined with plastic sheeting. The water ran faster than memory and looked
cleaner than memory. I squatted down to touch it, and the cold was exactly the cold I
remembered. In that one second with my hand in the water, I knew the stream had truly
existed; it was not a dream. The channel holds nothing, no round stones, no shrimp,
and no bend. My mother called from the bank that it was time to get in the car; 1
stood up, my trouser cuffs dripping, and looked at the channel once more before
leaving. (This paragraph is the connection: one real visit where the stream is gone.
What was taken is the shrimp, the stones, the bend; what remains is the same cold.

The cold echoes the stream water in paragraph one.)

The stream took the shrimp, the stones, and the bend, and left the cold of that
one second. The author in the article keeps watch over his leaf; I keep watch over my
one second of cold. The water still flows, it just changed how it flows. (The ending
grows from the body: taken and left both point back to concrete things in paragraph

three, with no slogan about cherishing time.)

The model runs past six hundred words because paragraph three slows down for that
one second of touching water. When you write your own, keep the frame and swap the
material: one moving detail from the article, one visit of your own to something that
no longer exists, and one body sensation to close. Swap all three and the piece is no

longer copied.
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Five Ways to Make Your Insight Concrete: A Self—Check
List

Essays on what the stream took away and left behind slip easily into insights
like time flies or we should cherish childhood. Anyone can write those two lines, and
writing them amounts to writing nothing. Five methods land the insight on the ground.

For each, look at the sick sentence first, then the fixed one.

Method one: land on an object. Let the insight carry a thing already written in
the body. Sick: childhood faded away. Fixed: I still keep the jam jar that held the
shrimp; it is empty now, and the shrimp went who knows where long ago. Test: circle
the nouns in your sentence. If none of them appeared in your body text, it is empty
talk.

Method two: land on a body sensation. Close with cold, heat, heaviness,
lightness. Sick: I felt deeply nostalgic. Fixed: in that one second my hand was in
the water, the cold climbed my wrist, and I stood frozen by the channel for a long
time. Sensation words force you back to the scene; empty talk cannot say stood frozen

by the channel for a long time.

Method three: land on a before—and-after contrast. Set then and now side by side
and let readers feel it themselves. Sick: my hometown has changed so much. Fixed: the
stream once reached my chest, the channel now reaches my knee, and the water runs
faster than before. A contrast sentence never uses the word emotion; the emotion

lives in the numbers and the picture.

Method four: land on one unfinished action. Close with a gesture instead of a
feeling. Sick: I lingered, unwilling to leave. Fixed: on my way out I looked back

once; the channel ran straight and I could not see its end. Actions read truer than
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psychology; anyone can write looked back once, and the picture appears.

Method five: land on one question, asked only once. Sick: should we not cherish
it? That is a shouted rhetorical question. Fixed: where does that stream water go
now? Ask about concrete things: the stream, the water, the shrimp. Never ask about

time itself.

Three—point checklist: does the insight contain a noun or sensation word from
your body text; do the words cherish, unforgettable, or fleeting appear directly, and
if so delete them; copy the insight alone, away from the body, and see if it still
brings the stream to mind. Pass all three and the insight stands. One of the five
methods is enough; stacking them crowds the sentence. When revising, change only the
insight sentence and leave the body alone; reread once, and the fix counts only if

the new sentence connects to what comes before.
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The Story of Two Drafts: Why Borrowed Insights Are
Spotted at Once

Suppose the class is assigned a reading response to Summer by the Stream, and a
student named Zhou turns in two drafts. The first quotes the stream and the fallen
leaf, then ends with: time slips away like a stream, we should cherish every moment
around us. The teacher writes four characters beside it: whose words are these. Zhou
cannot answer. He copied the line from a book of good sentences. That line works
after a stream, a leaf, or an old photograph, and precisely because it works

everywhere, it belongs to no single essay.

The second draft changes method. Zhou writes about his family old yard. They
moved the year he was in fourth grade, and the yard had a jujube tree. He quotes the
passage where the leaf floats around the bend, then writes that he visited once
during a school break: the wall still stood, the tree was gone, someone else bedding
was drying in the empty space. He stood at the gate and did not go in; the key was

long gone. The ending reads: who cut down the jujube tree, I never asked, even now.

The teacher read the second draft twice and asked only three questions: when did
you go back, why did you not go in, and did you not ask because you forgot or because
you were afraid. Zhou could answer every one. After his answers the teacher wrote
pass in the notebook. The three questions were checking three things: time and place
check whether the experience is real; why you did not go in checks whether the detail
contains a choice you made; forgot or afraid checks whether the closing sentence grew
from your own mind. A borrowed insight cannot survive these questions, because the

person who wrote it never answered them.

Zhou method can be taken directly: before writing, ask yourself the teacher three
questions. When and where did this event happen, what choice did I make inside it,
and which question does my closing sentence answer. If one question has no answer,
swap the material or add the detail before writing on. In the second draft, not going
in and never asking are both choices; once choices appear on the page, a person
appears in the essay. The problem with the first draft was not the writing itself;
the quote and the ending both read smoothly. The problem is that nothing in the whole

piece is something only Zhou could write.

Good sentences from books are not forbidden. They fail in the way Zhou used them
in draft one: they finish the insight for you, and then you have nothing left to say.
A sentence you never answered the three questions for feels smooth while writing it,
and readers see at once that it was borrowed. Borrow a sentence once and readers
remember the book; write your own once and readers remember your stream and your

jujube tree.
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