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Ten Steps Closer

Let me start with an honest confession: I used to fear composition most of all.
When the teacher set the topic "My Spring,” others poured out words while I bit my
pencil for half an hour and had only two lines in my notebook: spring came, flowers
bloomed, grass turned green, [ was very happy. Every time my composition book came

back, I did not dare look at the score following the character for “read.”

The one who taught me composition was not the teacher but my deskmate He Xiaoman.
Her compositions were posted on the back wall of our classroom as models every time.
I went to ask her secret. She thought for a moment and said: it is not that you

cannot write—it is that you have not looked.
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I was not convinced: I look every day, how have I not looked? She pulled me to
the corridor, pointed at the magnolia tree below and said: tell me now how many
colors are on that tree. I squinted for a long while and said: white. She said: walk
ten steps closer and look again. I went downstairs and counted: the bark is gray, the
flower buds are wrapped in a layer of brown fuzz, the open white flowers show a hint
of pink on their backs, and the fallen petals on the ground have already yellowed at
the edges. She patted me: you see, you did not fail to look just now—you were

looking from the third floor, standing too far away.

That was the first method she taught me: walk ten steps closer. She also gave me
a “five—senses sheet”: before writing any composition, fill five lines—what the eyes
see, what the ears hear, what the nose smells, what the hand touches, what the tongue

tastes. If you cannot fill five lines, you are not allowed to pick up the pen.

The first time I used the five—senses sheet was on spring rain. I filled in: rain
on the tin roof sounds like frying beans, the air smells of earth, raindrops on the
back of the hand feel cold and sting a little. When my composition book came back,
the score after “read” was eighty-five, with a line of red beside it: careful

observation. I stared at those four characters for a long time.

Progress came step by step. In the second month my composition entered the class
reading list for the first time; by the final exam my composition was posted on the
back wall, side by side with the one of He Xiaoman. My mother saw the photo and asked

me whether I had switched classes.

Now I no longer bite my pencil over compositions. I carry that five—senses sheet
in my pocket, wrinkled out of shape. He Xiaoman told me: a good composition is not
written first—it is seen first, then written. I copied that sentence onto the first

page of my accumulation notebook.

The biggest lesson of this term is this: thank you, He Xiaoman. You taught me
that the first step of composition is not in the pen but in the eyes. Walk ten steps

closer, and the world is enough to write about.
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The Magnifying—Glass Notebook

Before fourth grade, every time I wrote a narrative composition it turned into a
running account: got up, had breakfast, went to school, came home from school, went
to bed—three lines for a whole day, plus one sentence: what a happy day today. My
good friend Zhao Yifan read my composition and laughed face—down on the desk. After
laughing he pulled a crumpled notebook from his schoolbag and said: a gift for you,

this is my magnifying—glass notebook.

Inside the notebook was a slip of paper with one sentence on it: write one minute
as ten minutes. I did not understand. He demonstrated. He said: you write “Mother
woke me up,” six characters, right? But Mother took three steps into the room—step
one, the door hinge creaked; step two, the slippers slapped; step three, she sat on
the edge of the bed and the mattress sank a little. She first touched my forehead,
then said “the noodles are ready,” and after speaking she pinched the corner of my

quilt. You see, one minute of events becomes a whole page when written.
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He taught me to find the most important minute in a composition and shine the
magnifying glass on it. Everything else can pass in one sentence—getting up, eating,
going to school, one stroke and done; only that one minute gets sounds, movements,
and spoken words. He said: a running account is not flat because you write badly—it

is flat because the magnifying glass is pointed at the wrong place.

The first thing I magnified was “Grandfather fixes the bicycle.” I skipped
everything else and wrote only the ten minutes he squatted by the bike: the wrench
stuck on the nut, he breathed on it and turned again; black grease from the chain got
on his fingers, he wiped them on his trousers and his hands got blacker; after fixing
it he stood up, rubbed his lower back, test-rode half a circle, and turned to call
me: come, sit behind. That composition got ninety-one, and the teacher wrote at the

end: now you can write details.

At the beginning I could not hold the glass steady either. I wrote about washing
hands and described turning on the tap, rubbing in soap and drying hands from start
to finish. Zhao Yifan read it and said: you are magnifying the wrong minute. The
important minute of washing hands is the second the soap foam disappears under the
water. I rewrote it, with only the rubbing of palms, the white foam turning into
clear drops, and the sound of water on the basin. That piece was short, but the

teacher wrote two words beside it: brief and clean.

Later my magnifying glass got more and more accurate. For the sports meet I wrote
only the twenty seconds before the finish line; for making dumplings I wrote only the
one hand pinching the folds. Classmates all say my compositions “have pictures.” At
the final exam the teacher read my composition to the whole class, and when she

finished some turned to look at me and my ears burned.

The magnifying—glass notebook of Zhao Yifan is in my hands now, and I added one
line on the first page: write one minute as ten minutes, let everything else go. This
reflection goes to every classmate who writes running accounts: it is not that you
cannot write—your magnifying glass has not been lifted yet. Borrow the glass of my

friend and use it first; once it is worn smooth, it becomes yours.
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The Treasure Box Notebook

In the first term of fourth grade my composition scores always wobbled around the
passing line. It was not that I could not finish writing; what came out was dry and
bare, and the comment of the teacher read empty content every time. My good friend
Sun Xiaohe had a treasure of a notebook, its cover wrapped in kraft paper, and she
called it her treasure box, because inside it were all the good words and sentences
she had copied out. She told me: what she would teach me was how to use the treasure

box, not how to copy from it.

She first asked me to prepare a notebook and copy good words and sentences too. I
copied at a great speed, filled two pages in one week, and showed it to her proudly.
She leafed through it, pointed at one sentence, the sun is like a big fireball, and
asked: you copied this one, but have you ever used it? I shook my head. She said:
copying a hundred sentences without using them is worth less than knowing one
sentence well. From that day on her rule was this: copy only five sentences a week,
but each sentence must be turned into my own sentence that very day, and the sentence

I made must be about something that really happened in our class.
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That was the method she shared: copy less, use more. I once copied the sentence
my heart felt like a rabbit tucked inside it, and that very day I wrote it into my
diary: in math class the papers were handed out, the teacher read my name, and my
heart felt like a rabbit tucked inside it, beating so hard that my ears buzzed. The
next day the diary books came back, and the teacher had drawn a wavy line under that
sentence. For the first time I understood that a good sentence is not beautiful

because it is copied; it becomes beautiful only when it is used.

Making my own sentences was harder than copying. In the first week I managed only
two, and Sun Xiaohe made me redo them, saying: that one did not really happen in our
class, you dreamed it up. I thought it over, and what really happened was that Wang
Hao knocked the water bucket over in the classroom and the water ran across the floor
in one wide sheet. I wrote the sentence about the running water, and she said: now
that is real. After that I began to watch what happened inside the classroom, and the

sentences [ made grew longer and longer.

The progress was saved up bit by bit. A month later my compositions began to
carry sentences of my own, not copied ones but sentences that grew by imitating the
copied ones. Two months later one of my compositions scored above ninety for the
first time. In the final exam the topic was my good friend, and I wrote about how Sun
Xiaohe leafed through her notebook with her brow knitting up again and again, as if
she were counting the pages, and the comment of the teacher was four characters:

vivid and alive.

Sun Xiaohe looked through my treasure box and said hers could retire now. I
refused, and stacked the two notebooks together, bound with a single rubber band. She

said: bind them if you want, for anyway from now on that box is yours.

This is the lesson I want to pass to my classmates: what my friend taught me was
not good words and sentences but a clumsy way, copy little and use much, copy one
sentence and use one sentence. Copying is putting seeds into the pocket, using is
planting them in the field. A pocket full of unplanted seeds yields no grain in a

whole season. Now I have seeds in my pocket and seedlings in the field.
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