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The Composition Lesson We Did Not Spend in the Classroom

In the first monthly exam of seventh grade, the composition topic was Winter on
Campus. I sat at my desk for twenty minutes with only two lines in my notebook:
winter has come, and the campus is very cold. I could not think of a third line. In

my head, winter had only one word: cold.

The day the notebooks came back, my teacher wrote in the margin: next Chinese
class, no class. We go downstairs. We thought we were going to play. By the sports
field, the teacher told us to spread out, each find one corner of winter on campus,
look at it for five minutes, and not talk. I walked to the flower bed. The grass had
gone fully yellow, and under the yellow grass lay plane tree leaves fallen last
autumn, half rotted and half still stiff. On the concrete edge of the bed was a thin
layer of frost. I wiped it with my finger. My fingertip turned cold first, and then
that cold became a small patch of wet. The ivy on the wall base was left with only
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its veins, one by one pressed against the wall, as if someone had stuck a handful of
dry noodles there. Wind poured in through my collar, I shrank my neck, and I heard my

own shoes on the frozen ground, a dry, brittle sound.

Back in the classroom, the teacher said: write now, put in everything you just
touched, heard, and saw. That time I wrote over four hundred characters, and I was
surprised at myself. I wrote about the dry veins of the ivy, about wiping the frost
with my finger, about cold turning into wet. My deskmate leaned over and asked how I

could write a leaf half rotted. I said, because I looked at it for five minutes.

Later I turned that day into a habit. On a cold snap I touch the railing to see
how much colder it is than usual. Before snow I notice what color the sky is, how low
the clouds hang, whether the wind carries tiny bits of ice. I discovered that the
seasons are not four characters in a word; they are a pile of details: the frost is
thin, the wind pours into your collar, the leaf is half rotten and half stiff. Write

the details down, and your composition has something real to hold.

This experience changed how I see writing. I used to think good compositions came
from good phrases, that the more you memorized the better you wrote. Now I know that
memorized sentences belong to other people, while details you touched with your own
hand belong to you. Observing is not just a glance, either. The eyes take the color,
the hand takes the cold or warmth, the ears take the sound, the skin feels where the
wind slips in. Record with all five at once, and the details stand up. Since then, a
sentence like the campus is very cold has never appeared in my notebook again.
Whether it is cold should be felt by the reader through the frost, the ivy like dry
noodles, and the wind pouring into the collar. This is the most important lesson I
have learned since middle school. It is not in the textbook. It is beside the flower
bed by the sports field.
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