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The Sudden Rain, the Eaves, and the Rainbow

July 18th, Saturday, thunderstorm then clear

The sudden rain this afternoon came without any warning at all. I had just walked
out of the tutoring class building and looked up at the sky, thinking it would hold
off long enough for me to get home. I was only halfway there on my bike when the

raindrops came down bang, big as beans, hitting the asphalt road until it turned
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white with splashes. The sound was like somebody tipping a giant pot upside down over
the whole street. I pushed my bike under the eaves of a stationery shop at the
roadside. Water ran down my sleeves, and my shoes went squelch—-squelch with every

step I took.

Under the eaves, besides me, there was a lady who sold cold drinks from a cart
and an old man on an electric tricycle that collected scrap paper and bottles. Nobody
said anything. The three of us just stood there watching the curtain of rain in front
of us. The rain came down so hard that the gutters could not swallow it fast enough,
and the water ran along the curb like a small river, carrying fallen flower petals
and a few torn leaves, spinning as it went. The old man from the scrap cart reached
out his hand, tested the rain, pulled his hand back, and said: this rain is good, the
crops in the fields are going to be happy. I suddenly thought of Grandma s rice
seedlings in the village. They must be stretching their necks and drinking their fill

right now.

While we waited, the shop owner brought out a thermos and poured the old man a
cup of tea, and the cold drink lady handed me a popsicle without my even asking, and
she did not take my money, either. She said: hold a popsicle while you wait for the
rain, and the waiting does not feel long. Three people who had never met stood in a
row under the narrow eaves, eating and watching the rain. A sparrow landed in a
puddle on the road, took a hurried little bath, and flew off when the rain came
harder. I remembered that only ten minutes earlier I had been in a terrible hurry,
angry that this rain was ruining my plan to get home and play games. Now I was
standing in the middle of the rain with nothing to do at all, and the rain had turned

into a present.

The rain stopped just as suddenly as it had started. The clouds were still piled
up in mounds, but a band of light had already been laid down along the west side of
the sky. Somebody shouted: a rainbow! I looked up. There it was, a rainbow, half an
arch, hanging above the row of buildings at the edge of the city, red on the outside,
violet on the inside, not very wide, but clear and bright, as if somebody had just
painted it there and the paint was not dry yet. The cold drink lady forgot to pack up
her cart, the old man forgot to start his engine, and I stood there with one hand on

my bike, completely forgetting that my own clothes were still dripping water.

Later, lying in bed, I thought about it: if this rain had not come, I would have
pedaled straight home, walked into my room, opened my phone as usual, and this
rainbow would have had nothing to do with me at all. It was this sudden rain that
forced me to stop, and it was the stopping that let me see it. The rainbow does not
wait for anybody, and it does not explain itself to anybody either. It just hangs
there for a few minutes. Whoever happens to be looking up gets to see it, and whoever

keeps his head down simply misses it. How many rainbows must have hung over this city
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this summer, over the heads of all the people who were looking down at their screens?

When I finally got home, Mom asked me why I was so late. I said: I was watching a
rainbow. She asked: and then? I said: and then it disappeared, and I came home. In my
diary tonight I wrote one line: this summer, I was once forced to stop by a rain, and
that stopping was worth more than everything I had been in such a hurry to get back
to.
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The Double Rainbow on Our Balcony

July 29th, Wednesday, thunderstorm then clear

It was a little past four in the afternoon when the sky turned the color of an
old iron pot, pressing lower and lower over the tops of the buildings. The wind
arrived first. It blew the leaves of the scholar trees along the roadside inside out,
showing their pale green backs, and it dragged a plastic bag down the street in
jumps. Then the rain came down with a roar, falling sideways, tapping a fast rhythm
on the balcony window glass that sounded like somebody knocking and refusing to wait
for an answer. I had been sitting at my desk working through a math problem set. 1
put my pen down and went to the window to watch. The tall building across the street
disappeared in an instant, and only the faint outline of its top two floors stayed
visible inside the rain mist. Water poured out of the downpipe like a waterfall, and
the puddles on the road bloomed with dense little bubbles, like a thousand soap

bubbles appearing and vanishing all at once.

A summer thunderstorm in the city is different from the rain in Grandma’s
village. Out there, people can walk to the edge of the field and stand right in the
middle of it. Here, the whole city can only watch the rain through a single pane of
glass. I thought to myself: this rain is falling for everybody in the city, and yet

almost every window in the city is closed.

Then the rain stopped, the clouds split open in the middle, and light poured down
and washed the whole city bright. Mom called from the living room: come quick, come
quick, look at this! I ran out to the balcony. Over the western sky, above the row of
high-rises, there was a rainbow — and it was not alone. Under the big bright one
there was a second, fainter and thinner, with its colors in the reverse order. A
double rainbow. I fumbled my phone out of my pocket with both hands, my fingers so
clumsy that the screen could not decide what to focus on, and the picture I took
showed nothing but a grayish-white smudge across the sky. I took another one. Still a
smudge. Mom said: put the phone away and look with your own eyes. So I put the phone
into my pocket and really looked. The rainbow was already fading, slowly, the red
part disappearing first and the blue part staying the longest. When it was gone, the

sky was just an ordinary sky again, as if nothing at all had happened.

I looked at the two blurry photos on my phone, and suddenly I understood
something. Some beautiful things are not meant to be taken away. They are meant to be
seen. I have spent the whole summer trying to record things: recording game clips,
recording the funny videos my classmates make, photographing the food on the table
before I take a single bite, and then never opening any of those files again. The
recordings sit in my phone like a pile of receipts for trips I never actually took.

But this rainbow, I watched it with my own two eyes, second by second, from the
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moment it appeared to the moment it disappeared, and it is stored somewhere inside my

head, sharper and fresher than any photo could ever keep it.

There is one more thing I want to write down. Mom stood next to me the whole
time. She is busy every single day, and I could not remember the last time she had
stood still long enough to look at the sky. This time it was she who called me over
to look, not the other way around. Maybe grown-ups need somebody to remind them to
look up too; they just never say so out loud. Next time there is something in the

sky, I decide right now, I will be the one who calls.

Tonight I wrote in my diary: the rainbow lived for about seven minutes. I failed

to take it away with me, and I got every second of it.
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The Rainbow Over the Cornfield

August 6th, Thursday, rain then clear

I have been staying at Grandma’s in the village for a week now. Today the rain
fell in the afternoon, and the whole village went quiet inside it. The only sounds
were the rain on the tile roof of the house, dense for a while, sparse for a while,
and the big plantain leaves by the wall catching handfuls of it and spilling them
back out. Grandfather did not go out either. He sat on a small stool under the eaves
rolling a cigarette, smoothing the leaf over and over, slowly, the way he does
everything, and I sat next to him shucking corn. The raindrops slid off the edge of
the eaves and punched small round holes in the wet ground, one after another; each

hole filled up, and a new hole opened in front of it.

When the rain stopped, the clouds ran away toward the mountain behind the
village, and the light came back over the fields. Grandfather stood up, squinted
toward the west for a moment, and said: look, there is a rainbow over the fields. 1
followed his finger. A big rainbow, one end stuck into the cloud on the back
mountain, the other end hanging down right over our cornfield, as if somebody had set
up a colored bridge above the place where our family works. The corn leaves were
still wet from the rain, and under the light the whole field glittered; when the wind

came, it swayed all at once with a soft rustle, like the ground breathing out.

Grandfather said: rainbow in the west, hang the clothes out to dry; rainbow in
the east, the water comes down like a bucket. Today’ s rainbow sits in the west, so
the next few days will stay fine, and we can cut and dry the wheat right on schedule.
I asked him who had taught him these sayings. He said his grandfather taught him, and
nobody knows how many generations back they go, and they have never once been wrong.
I remembered a line from my geography textbook — a rainbow is the dispersion of
sunlight refracted and reflected inside water droplets in the air — and I recited it
out loud to him. Grandfather finished rolling his cigarette, lit it, and answered:
what you said is right, and what I said is right too. I know there is rain inside the
rainbow; you know there is light inside the rainbow. We two are looking at the same

rainbow.

I stood at the edge of the field and watched that rainbow until it was gone. In

the city I had seen rainbows before, on phone screens, cut off at the edges by
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somebody’ s thumb, floating above nothing. This was the first time I saw a rainbow
with ends, a rainbow that touched the ground, that connected the cloud on the
mountain, the cornfield, and the exact spot where Grandfather and I were standing. A
rainbow in a photo is a picture. A rainbow over a field is a place. You stand

underneath it, and it stands over you.

I also thought something through. The knowledge in my books and the knowledge in
Grandfather’s fields have never met each other, and yet they describe the same sky.
My textbook can explain why the rainbow has seven colors, and Grandfather’s sayings
can tell whether tomorrow will let us dry the wheat. Neither one is lying, and
neither one is the whole thing by itself. If I only had the book, I would know the
rainbow was physics and I would miss the wheat. If I only had the field, I would know
the weather and I would never ask why. These two kinds of knowledge are like two

hands, and a person needs both of them to hold the world up.

Tonight I wrote in my diary: this summer I saw a real rainbow over Grandma’ s
field. Grandfather’s rainbow is weather, my rainbow is physics, and the rainbow
itself is only a rainbow. It hangs over everybody s head, and it lets every person

understand it in his own way, and the sky does not mind at all.
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