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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
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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.

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.” 1 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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