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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, I 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.

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
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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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