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My Three-Step Method: Turning an Unforgettable Day from

a List into One Event

Let me first copy my first submitted essay without changing a word: I got up at
six that morning, my mother hurried me or we would miss the bus. We ate breakfast and
set off. The station was crowded. On the bus I sat by the window. At noon we reached
the zoo and saw the elephants first; their trunks were long. Then we saw monkeys
jumping on the rock hill, very fun. At two we headed back and arrived home at three.
I was so happy today, this is my most unforgettable day. This is what most of my
class wrote; I counted, and four of the six people in my group had sentences almost

the same.
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When the notebook came back, there was only one red circle, around the monkey
sentence, with four characters beside it: write only this. At first I did not
understand; I thought the teacher disliked that I wrote too little. The next day she
called me into the corridor and asked one question: of that whole day, which picture
is still in your head right now? I said the monkey, and I answered fast, because that
picture really is still there: the old monkey sitting on top of the rock hill,
peeling an orange, smelling it first, then putting it into its mouth. The teacher
asked, where is this picture in your essay? I looked through my own writing; the
monkey got only two lines, monkeys jumping on the rock hill, very fun. The picture

survived but the essay lost it. That was the problem.

The teacher taught me three steps, and I call it my three—step method. Step one,
pick one event: keep only one place from the whole day; I kept the monkey hill and
threw away everything else. Step two, freeze one moment: find the slowest instant
inside that event and enlarge it; I chose the old monkey peeling the orange, and the
teacher asked me to split the verb peel, so I split it into pick, break, smell, put-—
in, and added a sound I heard, a little boy shouting, Mommy, look. Step three, delete
the rest: getting up, breakfast, the station, the bus, the elephants, all deleted,
leaving one sentence that we went to the zoo. Deleting hurt; those were all my words.
The teacher gave me one line: if you cannot bear to delete, the reader cannot find

the point.

The rewritten essay begins like this: a ring of people stood before the monkey
hill; the old monkey sat on top of the rock hill, first picking the orange peel open
with its nails, then breaking it into two halves, holding it under its nose for one
sniff, only then slowly putting it into its mouth. It ate very slowly, slower than
anyone in the zoo. Beside me a little boy shouted, Mommy, look. The whole piece was

over four hundred characters and wrote only the monkey hill.

When the notebook came back the second time, the teacher drew three red circles,
this time around pick, smell and put—in. My checking chant also passed to my
deskmate: one place, one moment, four verbs, delete the rest. Now before every essay
I write those four phrases in the corner of my draft paper, and after writing I check
against them; whatever is missing, I add. From a list to one event, my method is

really one sentence: honestly write out the picture that still remains in my head.
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