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Line-by-Line Notes on a 600—Word Swimming Essay

Suppose there is an essay called The Half-Sentence Underwater, about learning to
swim at twelve during a summer vacation. Use it as a sample and look at it paragraph

by paragraph, seeing what holds and what needs work.

The opening has only two sentences: I still remember the taste of the pool water,
and the way that half-sentence was left unfinished. Note: no warm—up about weather or
enrollment, two memory hooks straight away, clean. Weakness: no image. The taste
could gain half a clause, disinfectant mixed with rust, and the reader knows which

pool.

The second paragraph covers the first choking: the floor dropped away, water went
up my nose, I grabbed the kickboard, coughed too hard to speak, and the coach pulled
me out. Note: the order is right, body first, reaction after. Room to improve:

grabbed the kickboard could become fingers digging into its edge, nails going white,
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a close—up of the action. The paragraph ends with I thought then that I was born

unable to swim. Good placement: it leaves room for the later reversal.

The third paragraph is about the coach. He stood checking his watch and said half
a sentence: your problem is lifting your head too early, but the—cut off, the next
group arrived and he shouted at someone else. The author says he stayed in the water
waiting for the other half, waiting the whole lesson. Note: the best paragraph. The
outline expected a heartfelt lecture; instead one sentence got truncated, which is
real and tense. The author refuses to finish the coach’s sentence for him. That

restraint is worth copying.

The fourth paragraph is finally swimming: twenty days later, nobody holding me, I
reached the far wall, three breaths without choking. Only after getting out did I
notice the coach nodding at me. Note: the process is clear, and three breaths
quantifies the success, better than I finally learned it. Small flaw: the nod is a

bit stock. Better if the coach said nothing and wrote something in his notebook.

The closing: I never heard the second half of that sentence, but I can guess it.
Note: it ends on the unfinished, echoing paragraph three, no slogans about
perseverance, the right key for an essay. The piece turns all three required moments

into lived experience instead of box—checking.
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