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The Little Red Notebook in My Schoolbag

After entering middle school, the language teacher required a weekly journal
entry. For the first few weeks I tossed and turned at my desk, and whatever I wrote
came down to school, meals, and sleep; even I did not want to read it twice. In the
end it was grandpa vegetable garden that saved my journal, and also saved that big

composition assigned over winter break.

The turning point began with a little red notebook. That weekend in the
countryside, grandpa was hilling soil around the fava beans while I squatted on the
ridge playing on my phone. He handed me a small red-covered book and a pencil: since

you are idle anyway, on the way home write down one thing you saw in the garden
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today. I grumbled, took it, thought for a moment, and wrote one line: the fava bean
seedlings are short, the leaf edges curl, and the soil is mounded up to their necks.

One line, and the job was done.

I did not expect that the next weekend I would dig the red notebook out of my
schoolbag on my own. It had drizzled that day; the mud in the garden was black and
glossy, earthworms crawled onto the path and hurried back in, and rain beads rolled
on the cabbage leaves without scattering. I crouched and filled most of a page, and
only finished noticing the mud on my hands and the wet shoes when I stood up, though
my heart felt full. After that the red notebook stayed in the hidden pocket of my
schoolbag, and one entry went in for every visit: which way the loofah tendrils coil,
from which leaf a grasshopper jumps, why the straw hat of my grandpa has a crack

patched with tape.

The winter break homework included a long composition titled one plant.
Classmates wrote about orchids and cacti. I sat at my desk, opened the red notebook,
read entry by entry, and came to the line from last winter: frost fell, other
vegetables wilted, but the fava bean seedlings still stood straight, and when the
white frost on their leaves melted they turned a shining green. 1 wrote about that. 1
wrote how fava beans stand through cold days, how grandpa calls the fava bean a plain
crop that needs no tending and survives winter on its own, and how in spring it opens
white flowers edged with purple, each blossom hiding a tiny drop of nectar. That
composition came out fast and smooth, as if someone were passing the words to my

lips.

When the papers came back, the teacher had written one line at the end: it
carries the breath of real life; you can smell the soil through it. I read that line
three times. After school I rode my bike to the countryside and waved the notebook at
grandpa. He opened it and read more slowly than I did, and after a long while said:

keeping records is good; what you write down will not get lost.

Now the red notebook in my schoolbag is full, its corners frayed. Not one line in
it is a fine phrase; it is all fava beans, earthworms, frost, straw hats, and other
unremarkable things. But I know that whenever I need to write something, they are all
there. Those words were not invented in my head; the garden handed them to me leaf by
leaf.
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