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The Five—Senses Recording Sheet Our Teacher Handed Out

In the last week of March, our Chinese teacher handed out a sheet of paper to the
whole class. At the top of the sheet were five boxes printed: eyes, nose, ears,
hands, tongue. The teacher said that over the weekend everyone should visit a park
once, look at the spring flowers, write each of the five senses into its box, hand in
the sheet on Monday, and then use the sheet to write an essay. I muttered to myself:

writing an essay, and so many tricks.

On Sunday afternoon I took the sheet and a pencil to the park next to my
neighborhood. Under the cherry trees there were quite a few people, and I found an
empty angle by a bench and sat down. The eyes box was the fastest: the cherry
blossoms came in clumps, from far away like clouds resting in the trees, and up close
each flower had five petals with a tiny notch at the tip of every petal. I got stuck
at the nose box. I leaned in and sniffed but could not name the smell, so I left it

blank for the moment.

Later I changed my method. I closed my eyes and sniffed for a long time, and
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suddenly the smell came out: a little like the skin of a cucumber, faint, mixed with
a hint of earth. I filled it in quickly. In the ears box I wrote three sounds, the
buzz of bees, the shouting of children, and a rustling sound I searched half a day to
find, made by new leaves rubbing against each other. For the hands box I touched the
bark of the cherry tree, which had tiny bumps when stroked sideways. The tongue box
was the most embarrassing. I licked a fallen cherry petal, and it was salty, probably

touched by sweat.

On Monday I handed in the sheet. Mine was damp, its corners softened by sweat.
The teacher looked through my sheet and drew three circles, all on the places where
what I wrote was different from others. That day, writing the essay from the sheet, I
hardly had to think at all, one box became one paragraph, and when I finished and
counted, I had written more than double my usual length. When the essays came back,
the comment on mine read: solid material, reading it is like walking into the park.
Before class ended the teacher posted my essay on the display board at the back of

the classroom, and every time I walked past I took a look at it.

This experience made me admit I was wrong. Before, I would sit at my desk and
force myself to think, and all that came out was empty talk. The material for essays
was not inside my head; it was in the park, in the five senses, and the sheet only
carried it home for me. Now there is always a small folded sheet of five—senses boxes
in my pencil case. Every trip to the park fills one sheet, and when a sheet is full I

write. For the rest of that term, essays never troubled me again.
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