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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. 1
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
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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.

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 I 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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