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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

of my palm and said: starting today, go find one new thing in the yard every day,
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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

myself.
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