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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
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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

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.

www. vv99. net



