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The Notebook I Read to Pieces

I keep a notebook of good words and sentences, as our teacher requires: one page
every week. Before, I copied the all-purpose lines from essay anthologies — blazing
sun like fire, years flying like a shuttle — sentences even I did not believe. The

month I read Grass House, my notebook changed shape.

There is a passage in the book about the reed marshes: on a stormy night the
reeds fall in whole sheets, then rise again, and Du Xiaokang chases his ducks, his
face impossible to read — rain or water, who can tell. I read that passage on the
bus, and the moment I got home I copied the entire passage into my notebook, more
than half a page. That was far more than the assignment asked for; I did it because I
wanted to. I also copied the wordless song Teacher Wen Youju sings in the medicine
shed, and the line about Tuhe’s bald head shining in the sun. As I copied, I kept
asking: why are these sentences good? Not one word shouts beautiful, yet the picture

stands up by itself.

What truly showed me the value of accumulation was November’ s weekly journal,

titled The Big Storm. I sat at my desk, stuck, and suddenly remembered those half-
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page reeds in my notebook: falling in sheets, then rising again. I changed a few
words and put them in: the tree downstairs fell, then rose again; a sanitation worker
dragged the branches away one by one in the rain. For the actions, I remembered how
Cao Wenxuan writes Du Xiaokang chasing ducks — first the fall, then getting back up.
I followed that pattern: the worker slipped, gripped the cart handle, and went on
dragging.

When the journals came back, my teacher wrote in the margin: this paragraph reads
as if seen with one’ s own eyes. I was pleased inside — not because I am clever, but
because those half-page reeds had lived in my belly. The all-purpose sentences I used
to copy vanished on contact, because they never entered my heart; the sentences from
Grass House I copied once and then turned over in my mind countless times. They

became mine.

Now my notebook has new rules: copy only what I truly love — one paragraph or
half a page, and beside it write one line about why I love it. This term the notebook
is thinner, but I have never again sat gasping over a journal entry. Between reading
and writing there is no shortcut: only raise other people’ s good sentences inside

your own belly, and wait for them to jump out on their own.
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