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My Little Observation Notebook

Before last year, the thing I feared most was the weekly diary. Every time I
picked up my pen, only three sentences were left in my head: today I was happy,
mother made braised pork, I spent a pleasant day. After those three sentences I still

had to drag on for half an hour to reach the number of lines the teacher asked for.

The turn came on a Saturday in March. Mother handed me a blue notebook the size
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of my palm and said: starting today, go find one new thing in the yard every day,
write it down if you find it, and no dinner if you do not. I thought she was joking.
She really did not cook, and sat at the table waiting for me. I had no choice but to

go downstairs.

That day I found a line of ants in the corner of the wall, moving a crumb of
biscuit home. The two at the front touched antennae and then split up. [ squatted
there for twenty minutes, came back and wrote six lines in one breath. Mother glanced
at the notebook, said nothing, and the second pot of braised pork that evening

smelled especially good.

After that the little notebook became my treasure. The willow buds changed a
little every day, and I drew them three times. The swallows carried mud under the
eaves, and I counted their trips in a day, thirty—seven at most. Spring rain on the

tin awning sounded different from rain on concrete, and I wrote down both sounds.

In summer I recorded one cicada shell. It sat on the trunk of the old locust
tree, empty, with a crack down its back. I watched it for two evenings, and at last
the cicada came out, its wings wrinkled like candy paper that had been crumpled and
then smoothed open. That diary entry filled a whole page. I read it once myself, and

felt like laughing and crying at the same time.

In autumn I collected seventeen different leaves, pressed them in the notebook,
and wrote under each one the date and the exact spot where it fell. At the first snow
of winter I caught one flake in my hand and watched it melt into a small wet circle

on my palm, then hurried to write it down, afraid I would forget.

I cannot say exactly when the change happened. I only know that later, when my
weekly journals came back, one line of red ink had been added: your sentences move; 1
can see pictures in them. The teacher read my cicada—shell paragraph aloud in class,

and after she finished the room stayed quiet for two seconds, then everyone clapped.

I suddenly understood that before, it was not that I could not write; my days
simply had nothing in them to pour out. The notebook forced me to look, and once I
had looked enough, the sentences lined up and came out on their own, impossible to
hold back.

The blue notebook has now been filled through twice. The handwriting in the first
is crooked:; the handwriting in the second is denser and steadier. They lie on my

bookshelf like four seasons lying in a queue inside my home.

If you ask me my biggest lesson, I will say this: the four seasons are the most
patient teachers I have ever had. They never rush me and never set me a topic. They
simply place willow buds, swallows, cicada shells and snow, one by one, along the

road I pass after school every day, and wait for me to bend down and pick them up
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myself.
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The Window Seat, My Season Post

At the start of term when seats changed, everyone fought for the middle rows,

while I raised my hand to ask for the window seat. My deskmate laughed: the wind
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leaks in by the window in winter, are you silly? I did not argue. Inside I said: the

ginkgo tree outside this window belongs to me.

Here was my thinking: the classroom has four walls, and only this window changes
its own painting. In spring it hangs out pale green, in summer deep green, in autumn
gold, in winter a bundle of bare branches. Others look at it for one term; I get to

watch it for a whole year.

I made a card for the ginkgo and pinned it inside my pencil case lid: March 12,
the buds swelled up, as if a tree full of small buttons had been fastened on; April
9, the leaves reached the size of my fingernails, and when the wind blew they
rustled, a sound nicer than the recess bell; September 28, the first yellow leaf

landed, and I picked it up and pressed it inside my math book.

Recording details began as the observation homework the teacher assigned, once a
week. Later I changed it to one sentence a day, written on the back of the card. Just
one sentence, never more. Do not underestimate that one sentence. To find it, I
stopped resting my head on the desk at recess and stood at the window watching

instead.

The change appeared after the midterm exam. In that essay about autumn, most of
the class wrote that autumn is a golden field, while I wrote about a ginkgo leaf
landing on the windowsill like a bookmark someone mailed me, and about the leaves
running along with the broom as the class monitor swept. When the essay came back,
the teacher had drawn three circles at the end and written four characters: words of

your own.

In November, our homeroom teacher photocopied my observation cards and put them
on the class bulletin board under the title: The Four Seasons of One Person.
Classmates gathered to look, saying they never knew this tree had so many doings. 1
felt proud at that moment, not because my work went up on the wall, but because I
realized I had truly grown familiar with that tree day by day, the way one grows

familiar with the face of a friend.

In winter the leaves all fell, and I thought there was nothing left to record.
Then I found an empty bird nest hidden in the fork of the branches, and noticed that
the perching spots of the sparrows on the bare twigs changed every day. Only then did
I learn that observation never clocks out; when the leaves are gone, there are things

to see precisely because they are gone.

Now my composition notebook has grown from three lines of a dull account to two
full pages, and the red-pen notes from the teacher have grown from blank to a string.
If you ask what I have learned, I would say: it is not that I fell in love with

rhetoric, but that I fell in love with looking. The window is an honest teacher. It
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does not talk and does not quiz me. It simply lays one year of one tree before my

eyes and lets me count it myself.

Next spring that ginkgo will bud again, and my card already has blank pages

saved. I want to keep this season post for a long time, until we graduate.
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Grandpa Taught Me to Read the Solar Terms

Last year around Clear and Bright, my parents sent me to stay half a month at the
house of Grandpa in the village. Before going I was miserable: no television in the
village, and plenty of homework. After going I changed my mind, because Grandpa

himself is a book of the seasons.

Grandpa cannot read or write, yet his mouth holds a whole set of solar terms. On
the morning of Awakening of Insects he pulled me out into the yard and said: do not
speak, listen. We stood there ten minutes or so, and thunder rolled once behind the
far mountain, muffled, like someone moving furniture. Grandpa said: it sounded, the
insects are awake, the earth is awake too. That day I learned for the first time that

thunder has its dates.

Around Clear and Bright, Grandpa made me a kite. He would not buy one; he used
bamboo strips and old newspaper to build a crooked triangle. He said kites must fly
on windy days: launch when the wind is soft, reel in when it is hard, and a hard
launch makes it crash. I ran along the field ridge; the kite crashed three times
before the fourth one stood up in the sky. Grandpa shouted from below: slack the line
a little, and it will find the wind by itself.

During those half a months, everything Grandpa did followed the solar terms.
Melons were planted around Grain Rain; he handed me the seeds and made me drop them
one by one into the holes he had dug, saying that before the term arrives, buried
seeds will not sprout. On the day of Frost Descent he pulled radishes, wiped one on
his jacket, broke off a piece and gave it to me, saying radishes touched by frost are

sweet. [ bit into it, and it was sweet, a sweetness I still remember today.

On the night before I left, Grandpa sat by the stove and told me: boy, your
teachers teach you characters, and I teach you to read the days. What are days? They
say what is worth looking at, and when. Understand that, and what you write will
never be empty talk. I did not quite understand then; I only remember his face in the

firelight, very serious.

The change came at the end of term. The last unit asked us to write My Favorite
Season. I wrote about the muffled thunder of Awakening of Insects, about the kite
that crashed three times, about the sweetness of a frost—touched radish, two full
pages. When the teacher read the radish paragraph aloud, someone in the class could
be heard swallowing, and the whole room laughed. The notebook came back with the

comment: the details are real, and so is the feeling.

I cut that sentence out and stuck it inside my pencil case. Later, whenever I got
stuck on an essay, I touched that slip of paper and remembered Grandpa standing in

the yard making me listen for thunder. I knew then that what I lacked was not fine
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words, but the ability to keep my eyes on the days, the way Grandpa does.

Grandpa is still in the village. Around each solar term he calls and reports one
line: the wheat has turned yellow, or it is time to pickle the vegetables. I write
every line on the back of my journal. When people ask why, I say I am saving up

material, and saving up days as well.

If you ask my biggest lesson from this half year, it is this: Grandpa cannot
read, yet he is the best writer I have ever met. His essays are not written on paper
but in the field, one a year, never a blank page. What I want to learn is to live my

days into a shape worth writing down.
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