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Keeping a Summer Diary Is Not as Hard as I Thought

On the very first day of vacation Dad gave me a mission: write one diary entry
every single day for the whole summer. Just hearing that gave me a headache, because
at school we only write two short weekly journals, and summer vacation has sixty
days, so how many words would that be in total? On day one I chewed my pencil for
forty minutes and produced what I later recognized as a pure running account: got up,
ate, did homework, slept. Dad read it and said only one sentence: a running account

is still an account, write it down first.

The next day I changed my method completely. I stopped forcing myself to write
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big paragraphs and made a small rule instead: only three lines a day, about the most
interesting little thing that happened. That day I wrote that the ants carried away
my dropped cookie crumbs in a single file, like our line when school lets out. When I
finished I counted the time and it had taken only five minutes, which surprised me

completely.

It turned out that the hard part of a diary is never the writing itself, it is
not knowing what to write, and once you promise to record only one small thing, the
memory comes back instantly. From that day on my diary never missed a beat, and I
fixed the time for it after dinner and before my evening bath, when the day was still

fresh and warm in my mind.

I recorded the ice pop tricycle and the candles on the blackout night, and I
recorded the mouthful of pool water that made me cough during swimming class. One
night I was so sleepy I could barely keep my eyes open, but I still dragged myself up
and wrote one single line: today was exhausting, but the diary cannot break. That one

line counted as a day too, and I was proud of it.

By the middle of vacation I noticed that I had changed without realizing it.
Before, I would play and forget, but now I paid extra attention while playing,
because I knew I would record it at night. When I watched Grandpa fish, I studied how
he baited the hook, and when I had water fights with my friends, I remembered whose
water gun ran dry first. My diary had installed a little hook inside me that caught
all the fun of every day.

The method paid off most in the first week of the new term, when our Chinese
teacher asked everyone to stand up and share their summer vacation. Other students
mumbled on stage for ages, saying only that they played and it was nice. I opened my
diary and picked the blackout night from the early pages: candle wax dripped on the
table and froze into a little white flower, and our whole family danced with our

shadows on the wall around the candle.

My talk lasted less than two minutes and the classroom was a sea of laughter, and
the teacher told me to expand that exact entry into a composition and hand it in
tomorrow. I counted my diary later and found I had written on fifty eight of the
sixty days, missing only the two travel days when the bumpy bus ride to the village

left my notebook out of reach.

This taught me a lesson I will keep forever: sticking with something does not
depend on fierce willpower, it depends on making the task small. Three lines a day is
something anybody can do, but fifty eight groups of three lines joined together
become one whole summer that belongs to you alone, and that is worth more than any

single long essay.
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Now I have passed this method to my deskmate who is afraid of weekly journals,
and I told her to start with three lines a day as well. She kept it up for the first
month, and last week her journal was posted on the classroom wall for the very first
time. She said keeping a diary is not hard after all, and I agreed: the hard part is

imagining it as a giant task.

Fix a time, write only small things, and try never to break the chain, that is
the most useful study method I brought back from this summer vacation, and I plan to

keep the habit all the way through sixth grade and beyond, one small line at a time.
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