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How to Write an Essay: Stringing Vendor, Classmate and

Neighbor into One Piece

The point of the word essay is ease: loose in form, tight in spirit. Three
materials side by side, vendor, classmate, neighbor, one story each, what keeps them
from scattering? One thread. Set the thread before writing, and the thread is not the
word integrity but a sentence of your own, for instance: the people I have seen keep
their promises never thought they were doing anything grand. That sentence is the

spirit, and all three materials must testify for it.

Trick one: catch for each material one detail the person never said aloud. For
the vendor giving change, do not write that she chased ten meters to return two yuan;
write that when she caught up her hands still smelled of leeks, and before handing

the money over she wiped them on her apron. For the classmate returning a lost item,
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do not write that he was honest with found money; write that the name on the water
bottle had been scratched off with his fingernail, and he said, I could scratch off
the name, but the bottle is still not mine. For the neighbor repaying on time, do not
write that he keeps faith; write that on the first of each month he puts a hundred
yuan in a new envelope, and on rainy days he wraps the envelope in a plastic bag. The

detail is the sentence the person never says; readers hear it by themselves.

Trick two: order by depth of relationship, not by the order given in the prompt.
Start with the vendor, a stranger, whose faithfulness carries no social pressure;
then the classmate, a peer, whose honesty comes with a little awkwardness; last the
neighbor, an acquaintance, month after month, faithfulness turned habit. From
stranger to familiar, each rung harder, a stranger’ s goodwill most surprising, an

acquaintance’ s persistence longest, and readers follow the slope into belief.

Trick three: mix narration and commentary, but let commentary stay one sentence.
After the vendor: her wiping hands were more honest than the two yuan. After the
classmate: scratching off the name is harder than leaving it. After the neighbor: the
hard part is not repaying, it is remembering every time that it is time to repay.
Commentary must never form a paragraph; one paragraph of it presses the essay flat

into an argument. One sentence, then stop, and let the stories keep walking.

The secret of natural, intimate language is tone: imagine telling these three
people to a friend. Open with lines like the people I have seen, or have you ever
noticed. Sentences may be loose, may carry mood particles, but avoid words like
noble, praiseworthy, worth learning from; the moment such verdicts appear, intimacy

is gone.

Word budget: opening that shows the thread about 80, vendor 150, classmate 150,
neighbor 150, one line of commentary at each segment’s end, closing about 80, total
just over 600. When done, check: are the three details there, did any commentary

exceed one sentence, search for verdict words and delete them all.
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