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That Afternoon Downpour Was Summer Handing Us Coolness

On summer afternoons the sky changes its mind at once. The sun had just been
hanging bright in the sky and the cicadas were calling loudly, yet a black cloud
rolled up over the hills to the west. The cloud grew bigger, layer pushing layer, and
the half of the sky turned the gray of iron. The wind tightened, running along the
lane with bits of leaves and dust, and the clothes hung out in the yard flapped as if

someone behind them were shaking a quilt.

The raindrops fell one by one at first, striking the cement of the yard and
leaving dark round marks the size of copper coins, which dried in a blink. As the
drops thickened and joined into one sheet, the sky tore open with a roar. Curtains of
rain hung down and washed the house opposite and the trees outside the wall into

blurred watercolor paintings.
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I could not help running out into the rain. Grandmother called from inside, then
let me be. The drops stung a little on my arms, yet it felt glorious. I lifted my
face to catch the rain; it ran from my hair into my neck and made me shrink with
cold. I opened my mouth wide and caught a few drops. The rain was cool, with a touch

of sweetness, like popsicles the sky handed out for free.

The puddles in the yard grew and joined, the big ones spilling over toward the
low ground. The largest puddle lay as flat as a mirror, holding the whole rainy sky
inside it. Raindrops fell into it, ring after ring, and though the puddle was busy,
it kept the sky whole and unbroken. When the rain softened, a little light showed
through the clouds in the puddle, and there lay a short piece of rainbow. I squatted
at the edge of the puddle and watched, unwilling to move, afraid that one step would

trample the rainbow to pieces.

The rain stopped as suddenly as it came. The clouds opened a seam, the sun thrust
out a corner of gold, and the soaking world shone. Earthworms crawled onto the path,
the leaves glistened as if varnished, and the air was full of the smell of earth and
grass; one deep breath washed everything inside me. Grandmother brought out mung bean
soup, and I sat on the threshold and finished a bowl to the bottom. Looking up, a

rainbow hung over the western hills, far longer than the piece in the puddle.

Later I recalled many summer afternoons, and what I remembered best was this
downpour. It came fast and left cleanly, chasing off the heat and leaving puddles and
a rainbow behind. Summer turns out to be tender toward people after all; that

afternoon rain was a portion of coolness it handed us.
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The Puddles Are What the Shower Left for Children

The rain fell at three in the afternoon, onto the dirt road behind the village.
The road wore a coat of white dust in ordinary times, and whoever walked it kicked up
a cloud of it. This rain soaked it through; its color deepened, it softened, and it
left a string of puddles stretching from the village entrance all the way to the

threshing ground, like small mirrors someone had scattered on the way.

As soon as the rain stopped, I went out in my sandals. My first step was careful,
landing on the smallest puddle. A splash rose along the shoe, and rings of ripples
pushed outward. I lifted my foot to look: the footprint stood clear in the puddle,
even the pattern of the sole. I stepped again, the splash jumped higher, and I
laughed out loud.

A Gui and Xiao Man came running from the end of the lane, and the three of us at
once began a contest over who could stomp the biggest puddle. The largest lay at the
edge of the threshing ground, half the size of a room, with a board standing beside
it that the grown-ups had set up to keep the dust down. We circled it once, none of
us daring to step in first. In the end A Gui made up his mind and charged in; the
spray rose half a person high, and his white shorts were instantly dotted with mud.
He shouted, come on in, the water reaches the ankle, it is wonderfully cool. We

followed and each took a corner, making the puddle bloom on all four sides.

The world inside the puddles got overturned by us too. The clouds that had been
stored in the water broke into piece after piece, and the rings of the dragonflies
skimming the surface were covered over by our splashes. Xiao Man suddenly pointed at
a puddle and screamed: inside it was a tiny tadpole, carried there by the rain from
somewhere unknown. We gathered around to look, nobody was allowed to step near it

again, and we moved around it to another direction and went on to stomp other

puddles.
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Before going home we lined up and walked from the threshing ground into the
village, stepping deliberately into every puddle, making a long string of slapping
sounds all the way. Our trouser legs were soaked, our shoes squelched, and nobody
cared. Passing the drying yard, a few grown—ups laughed at us, and we laughed too,

louder.

Later I left the village and saw much rain in the city. One day as I got off the
bus, a child on the stop, while his mother looked down at her phone, stomped one foot
into a puddle by the road; the splash flew up and he laughed as he dodged. I stood
under the rain shelter, and my feet suddenly itched too. It turns out the puddles
have always stayed in place, waiting for someone who remembers them to stomp the joy

back into sound.

BT B Ak

SREERLE, EORIRTR N, BOREOK, ARIT . AR BAE RS o, SRR WX AL
BNBER o JRM AR TR, AT $6k, RS RMEERTEER, B0 ANEREL
RATEIIIR . HE XL TR, ARG 8 F 1, SR AR SNEATEAN, MM Ml 5 ik
s B ACSRE, BIPERIF ISR BT PR, R R A5 1

MR SGTRAE L b, W W, (RUEAE D B, BB, WRST T, BRI R, FE
HIAHEDT, B W, BEUPUITEh 7. WEOE N HKL . BERMIARGTRINE K, IR
R, F LR AP AR, MRy, o2, RSy R AR B TR R D
MK&e, wsfiredaft b, —R—, HoE.

WBAE RS N AR AT TR, WA LN RB S K IR R SE LR F, R
— R XS TIRNSERRBE Fubis 7N, WERARE, —lEW. BA i, KEHAR, KIE
[IRSESAnT

FIILMIEES 7o ZAEAOE, SO AZEHERL TR, TR T IR 7 B2 B KR —
M KHDIENEARI S, JUEME. B4, IEH e T RAhLE, Sdere B, KAk
B g, LORE TIRIAMNES R, AL, SEE/KER, HEUIKFHE A 35 A IR .

SNEEREIE D it B IR . BATTARAENE W, MELIREEREY, VR, 3T
AR R SR IR ISIRIE AL TARZ 4, W AR, §H BT A7 o A 4t
JEORIAEIR PRI V2 W, 5P EAONE N QA R, RETERE A B, A

#oxr, WD A A DRSS R ERYRERE . LA, RUIBANE R IR K A . SRR
MR, SNESIMZRETTAA N T, —REuRF 28, BERLEES.

www. vv99. net



The Listener Under the Eaves

Grandmother used to say that summer rain is a guest: it comes the moment it
thinks of coming, without ceremony. That afternoon I was cooling off under the eaves
when I watched this guest enter the village. First the dog at the east end barked
twice, then stopped. I looked up: a black cloud was crossing overhead, as if someone
were painting the sky back with a huge brush. Then the wind came into the village;
the leaves of the jujube tree turned up their undersides, and the whole tree showed
silver—green. Grandmother rose unhurriedly from under the eaves to take in the
clothes on the line, her movements no different from any ordinary day, as if the rain

had been appointed.

The raindrops landed on the tiles first, tap, tap, like someone counting on the
roof. Halfway through the counting, the drops fell all together, the whole roof rang
into one sound, pleasant somehow, dense as a loom at work. A row of water threads
hung from the eaves. The wooden basin in the yard had been left upside up and caught
a handful of rain; the sound in the basin differed from the sound on the tiles, a
duller drum—drum, like another room beating its drum. I reached out a finger under

the eaves and the drops struck the pad of my finger, one by one, each with weight.

I squatted under the eaves and watched the rain. The village road became a
shallow river, its surface stitched all over with the stitches of drops. The chickens
next door hid under the woodpile, one eye peering out. The front of the little shop
across the way filled with standing people, none speaking, all watching the rain
together. Nobody carried an umbrella; nobody was in a hurry, since the rain would

always give way.

The rain really did give way. The clouds moved east, light slanted down through
the seams, and the wet village turned bright. The puddles in the yard each held a
corner; the largest one under the pomegranate tree took in the eaves, the
clothesline, and Grandmother standing under the eaves, all of it. The grandmother
inside the puddle was quiet and younger than the one under the eaves. I could not
bear to leave, and circled the puddle watching, until the sun made her reflection

dazzle.

Grandmother went into the kitchen and brought out a basin of sour plum drink that
had cooled. We sat under the eaves and drank, while rain still hung on the eaves
above, dripping into the puddles and scattering the reflection under the pomegranate
tree once more. I have remembered that taste for years: sour with sweetness, and the

sweetness carrying the coolness of that rain.

Later I sheltered from much rain in the city, under the eaves of office towers

and the roofs of bus stops. The rain struck glass tops and asphalt, and the sounds
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were all correct, yet something was missing. What was missing was the tap on the
tiles, the drum—drum in the basin, and that afternoon that kept a reflection resting
in a puddle. Rain in the city only passes by; rain at the house of my grandmother

came in and sat down, and it has been sitting there for years, still falling inside

me.
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