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A Hundred Small Experiments Live in My Observation Book

In third grade, my mother gave me a hardcover notebook and said it was only for
recording what you see. In the first half year I recorded nothing but seeds
sprouting. Later the entries grew mixed: dissolving sugar in water, listening to rock
candy, watching salt water leave a white rim. Today that book houses over a hundred

small experiments, and half of my essays were picked out of it.

The handwriting on the early pages is messy and huge. That time with the sugar
water, I started with one line: the sugar melted after a while. One glance at it, my
mother asked: how long is a while? How many spoonfuls did you count? Since then I
write numbers first. One cup of cold water, one of warm; one spoonful of sugar every
minute, stirred ten turns. In the warm cup, at the seventh spoonful, fine grains of
sugar began to lie on the bottom; in the cold cup, at the fourth, the sugar stood
there and refused to melt. I wrote beside it: warm water can swallow more sugar than

cold. That sentence was mine, not copied from an essay book.
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By the third notebook I used my nose and ears, not just my eyes. Rock candy
dropped into hot water gives off a fine crackling, like someone snapping small twigs
far away. I wrote that sound into My Mother, because while she stir—-fried sugar for
soup I stood by the stove listening. When she heard me read that part aloud, she

said: you remembered even that. I said it is in the book, page seven.

The book also keeps failures. For salt water crystals on a string, I hung it
three days, and a white rim formed on the cup edge. Just as I got excited, on day
four the cup got knocked over and salt water spread across the table. My entry read:
failed, all work lost, next time use a cup with a lid. Later, writing One Failure, 1
drew the spilled salt water as a small map on the table and wrote the white rim as

snow. The teacher comment was: you were there.

These records also taught me to write down what people say. My mother said warm
water can swallow sugar; a classmate said the crystals look like snow. I kept their
words as they were. In an essay, when a character opens a mouth, it is what they

truly said, and I do not have to invent it.

Now I open the observation book every morning for a glance, the way an athlete
checks a training log. It taught me that observing is not one passing look; it is
pinning down what vanishes in a second. Numbers get pinned, sounds get pinned, one
sentence from someone else gets pinned too. What gets pinned is the seed of the next

piece. Half the craft of writing happens before the writing.
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