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I Collected Leaves All Autumn and Pasted Them in My

Diary

In the second term of Grade Three, our Chinese teacher asked us to keep a diary.
One sentence a day was enough. I gave up after three days. I go to school and come
home every day, what is there to write? Then the teacher taught us a trick: if you do
not know what to write, write about one thing right in front of your eyes. That day
after school, I picked up a plane tree leaf at the school gate, pasted it into my
diary at home, and wrote one sentence: this leaf is half green and half yellow, and

the yellow side has a brown ring along the edge, like the burnt edge of a cookie.

From that day on I had my method. After school I look down for one leaf, any
leaf, bring it home, and paste it on the page of that day. Some leaves are full of
holes, eaten by insects; some have veins so clear they look like a little net; some
come from another compound entirely, shapes I have never seen. I write one or two

lines about it, what it looks like, and what happened that day. On a rainy day I
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wrote: the leaf was wet and would not stick, so I pressed it under a book all night.

On a windy day I wrote: I chased a spinning leaf half a block.

By the end of autumn my diary was covered with leaves, forty—-seven of them. My
deskmate said my notebook looks like a specimen album. I thought that was a wonderful
word, and my heart swelled a little. In the Chinese class at the end of October, the
teacher read a model essay aloud, then said: this is not a model essay, it is a diary
entry from one of you. I listened, and she was reading exactly what I had written the
day before about a maple leaf: the edges of the maple leaf curl up, and the curled
parts are the reddest, like hands that were scorched by fire and pulled back.

That day I was praised, and my face got hot. That evening I wrote the whole thing
into my diary. My mother flipped through my notebook, stopped in the middle, and
said: your notebook has grown taller. I did not understand. She said, the first pages
have only one sentence each, and the later pages have more and more, so the book
puffed up. I thought about it. She was right.

Now it is winter and there are no leaves to pick, so I collect other things: ice
shards, pinecones, bird footprints left on snow. My lesson is this: keeping a diary
is not hard; the hard part is finding one thing to look at every day. But as you keep
looking, your eyes grow sharp. Other people see a yellow leaf; I can see its burnt-
edge color, the insect holes, the reddest curled part. Write these into the diary,
and the diary becomes good by itself. When the teacher praised me, she was really

praising those forty—seven leaves. They speak for me, with more words than I have.
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