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The Rainbow in the Milk Went Into My Essay

I used to dread essays most of all. The moment the teacher gave a topic, I would
chew my pencil and stare, feeling I had nothing to write. This term a small thing
happened that made me less afraid. I wrote about an experiment in my essay, and the

teacher read it aloud to the whole class.

It started that weekend. Our science teacher assigned a small experiment: pour a
layer of milk into a plate, drip red, yellow, and blue food coloring into the middle,
then dip a cotton swab in a little dish soap and touch it gently to the coloring. I
did exactly that. At first the colors sat still. The instant the swab touched them,
they burst outward — red ran to the edges, yellow chased blue in circles — like a

string of fireworks going off inside the plate.

My mother reminded me: do not forget to record it. I took out a notebook and

wrote down every step: how much milk I poured, how many drops of coloring, how the
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colors moved after the swab touched them, and for how long. I even drew a picture,
tracing the paths of the colors as curving lines. When writing, I tried to record
what I saw, not what I felt. Instead of writing the colors were beautiful, I wrote

that blue chased yellow for two full turns before stopping.

The next week in writing class, the topic was to write about something
interesting. I opened the notebook and turned the experiment notes into sentences,
paragraph by paragraph. Because the notes were detailed, the essay came easily: first
the milk lying flat and calm in the plate, then the coloring dropping in and refusing
to move, me calling for my mother in a panic, and finally one touch of the swab
bringing every color to life. I wrote over six hundred words, and laughed at it

myself while reading.

The next day the teacher read my essay to the class. When she finished, she said:
this piece is good because it is detailed — it even shows how the colors moved. I sat
at my desk with hot ears. After class several classmates came to ask: can you really

do that experiment? I said yes, and you can borrow my notebook.

Now I understand something I never got before: it is not that life has nothing to
write about; it is that I never wrote it down. During an experiment the hands move
and the eyes watch, and the words in the notebook keep all of it. When writing an
essay, | only have to go back to the notebook, and the event happens again right in

front of me. I have tested this method myself, and it truly works.
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The Red Star in My Essay Notebook

On page ten of my essay notebook there is a red star drawn by my teacher. Every
time I open the notebook, I look at it first. Behind that star sit a cup of salt

water, an egg, and a sheet of notes covered in numbers.

That day in science class, the teacher carried in a cup of clear water, put an
egg in, and the egg sank straight to the bottom. She asked: is there a way to make it
float? The room went quiet for a few seconds, then a classmate shouted: add salt! The
teacher really brought out a bag of salt and asked our group to come up and add it. I
added the salt, Li Yutong counted, and Wang Hao stirred. One spoonful in — the egg
did not move; three spoonfuls — no movement; at the fifth spoonful the egg wobbled
and slowly lifted off the bottom, hovering in the middle of the cup. The whole class
gasped. My palms were sweaty, because the egg was floated to life by the salt I
added.

Before class ended, the teacher told us to write down the process. I recorded
numbers: one cup of clear water, about two hundred milliliters, one egg, one spoonful
of salt at a time, and at the fifth spoonful the egg left the bottom; at the seventh
it floated to the surface. I also recorded how the egg looked: lying on its side at
the bottom, head tilted upward when it floated. The teacher had said numbers are more

reliable than feelings.

A few days later, writing class asked for An Interesting Experiment. Other
students opened with how magical it was that the egg floated. I followed my note
sheet: first the egg lying sideways on the bottom, then spoonful one through four
with no movement at all, us thinking the salt would not work, and at the fifth
spoonful it suddenly wobbled. Writing that wobble, I remembered that Wang Hao had

even stopped his stirring rod. I put that in too.

At the essay review class, the teacher held up my notebook and said this passage

was real, because the number of spoonfuls and the egg’ s movements were all counted.
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She drew a red star at the end. I kept her words in my heart: all counted.

Since then, every experiment I do leaves behind a note sheet with numbers and
descriptions of how things looked. I discovered a secret: the more numbers in an
essay, the more real it reads. One spoonful, five spoonfuls, the seventh spoonful -
these numbers speak for me, more useful than writing truly interesting a hundred
times. The experiment helped my essay not because it was fun, but because it handed

me a sheet covered in numbers.
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Eight Rusty Nails and My Four Hundred Words

When the teacher praised my essay, she said the same thing every time: you
observed this yourself, didn’t you. Really, it is not that I observed well; it is
that I kept recording for a long time. That essay was about rusting nails, eight days

in all, a few lines a day, strung together into one piece.

The experiment was simple. Three glass jars: the first held a dry nail with the
lid sealed tight; the second held half a jar of water with the nail half submerged;
the third was filled with boiled water that had cooled, covered with a layer of oil
on top. Our science teacher asked us to guess which nail would rust first after eight

days. I could not guess, so I decided to watch for myself.

Day one, all three nails still gleamed, and I wrote: no change. Day two, still no
change. On day three, a very faint brown ring appeared at the water line in the
second jar, like pencil dust settled on the glass. I traced it and dated it. Day
four, the brown deepened and the water turned cloudy. Day five, the nail head began
to 1ift tiny flakes of rust that crumbled at a touch. Days six and seven, the rust
crept downward and the water turned the color of tea. On day eight, the dry nail in
the first jar was still bright, the nail in the third jar had barely changed, and
only the second nail, the one soaked in water, looked as rusty as an old key left out

for a year.

Over eight days I wrote only two or three lines a day, sometimes one. Everything
I wrote was what I saw: the brown like pencil dust, rust flakes crumbling at a touch,
water turning the color of tea. I did not write a single line about how amazing
science is, because during those eight days I mostly thought it was painfully slow,

with no change day after day.

In writing class, for the observation essay, I copied down the eight days of
notes, arranged them by date, added one line at the start — I could not guess, so I
decided to watch for myself — and one at the end: only the second nail, the one in
water, rusted into an old key. A little over four hundred words, written faster than

usual, because not one sentence had to be invented.

After reading the essay, the teacher asked how I got such details. I said: one
line a day, for eight days. The classmates laughed; the teacher did not. She said:

one line a day works better than sitting at a desk thinking for half an hour.

My lesson from this is plain: some essays are not written, they are saved up. One
line a day is nothing; eight days make an essay. Experiments work this way, and so
does writing — let the days gather the material first, and the pen only has to string

it together.
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