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Aphids Came, Ladybugs Came to Help

Early morning I carried the ladle to water the cabbages, and saw on the back of a
leaf a crowd of tiny green insects, thick and still, like a layer of green mold grown

on the leaf. I shouted: Grandpa, come quick, the cabbages have bugs!

Grandpa came over with the hoe on his shoulder, pinched off one leaf, and looked
close. He said: these are aphids; they suck the juice of leaves. When too many
gather, the leaf curls and yellows, and the cabbage stops growing. I said: then spray
medicine! Grandpa shook his head: one spray kills the aphids, and kills the ladybugs
that eat aphids too; the medicine lands on the vegetables, and we eat it later. We

will use a country way.

Grandpa melted a small piece of soap in water, stirred it white, then crushed a

few chili peppers into it and let it stand half a day. He handed me the sprayer:
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spray the backs of the leaves only; aphids all hide there, and the spray works only
if it reaches them. I lifted leaf after leaf and sprayed. When one bed was done, my
arms ached and the backs of my hands were spattered with soapy water. The sprayer
hissed, and I sprayed with more heart. Grandpa watched from the other end of the bed
and reminded me: do not step on the bed itself, keep your feet in the furrow, and

move one step only after this patch is done.

Early next morning I went to look: many aphids had fallen, and the rest huddled
at the corners of leaves, shrunk and still. Grandpa said: wait a few more days, and
ladybugs will come by themselves. Once a garden has aphids, ladybugs smell it from
the hillside and come to feed. I asked: how do they know? Grandpa said: an insect

nose is keener than a human one.

On the fourth day a seven—-star ladybug really landed on a cabbage leaf, white
dots one by one on its back, smaller than a mung bean. It crawled along the back of
the leaf, eating as it went. [ squatted beside it and watched it feed for a long
time; when my playmate next door came to call me, I waved him away, afraid he would

startle it.

Grandma called from the yard: the soap and chili water was not soaked for
nothing. Grandpa said: bugs eat the vegetables, and the vegetables also feed the
bugs; the accounts of a garden cannot be kept by people alone. The garden does not
belong to us only; insects live here too. To think of a way that spares the good

insects is to be kind to the garden.

That autumn our cabbages grew well, without one curled leaf. Every time I ate
cabbage, I thought of that ladybug, lying on the back of a leaf I had sprayed, eating
aphids all the way along.
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The Caterpillar in the Jar

Early morning I was pulling grass in the garden when I saw a green caterpillar on
a cabbage leaf, gnawing a round hole in it. I picked up a small twig to flick it

away, and Grandpa called: do not move, let me look.

Grandpa squatted, studied it a while, and said: this is the young of the cabbage
white butterfly; when it grows it becomes a butterfly, a white one, flying over this
very garden. I said: but it is gnawing our cabbages! Grandpa said: it is hungry and
must eat, and we want our vegetables kept; then let us think of a way that saves
both.

Grandpa found a glass jar and asked the caterpillar into it, then moved the
seedling it had been sitting on, with its soil, into an old flowerpot, and went to
the hillside to pull a few wild mustard leaves for it. He said: its food becomes wild
mustard, which is of the same family as cabbage; it knows the taste and likes it. The

garden is saved, and the insect goes hungry nowhere.

From then on I added wild mustard leaves every day. It ate slowly, and the holes
in the leaves grew smaller day by day. Its droppings were small green grains on the
bottom of the jar, like a handful of broken tea scattered there. It grew thicker, and
the hairs on its back looked softer. I gave it a name, Little Green, and reported to
Grandpa each day how many holes it had eaten. Grandpa said: when it is full it will

find a place to turn into a pupa by itself; there is no need to worry for it.

After a week it stopped eating and moving, climbed to the rim of the jar, and
shrank its body into a small lump. I panicked and ran for Grandpa. He glanced and

said: it has spun thread around itself; this is called a pupa. Do not touch it. Wait.
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Some ten days later the lump split a seam, and a wet butterfly crawled out, its
wings wrinkled, hanging on the rim to dry. When dry, the wings opened and closed, and
it flew out of the window, circled once in the yard, and went toward the hillside. 1

chased to the gate and saw it land on a wild mustard plant.

Grandpa said: of the insects in a garden, if a way to let them live can be
thought of, we do not kill for nothing. You fed it half a month; it pays its life
back as a butterfly, and scatters its young on the hill for you, so more cabbage
whites will live on the slope. This is the accounting of labor: if people keep it

fair, insects remember too.

That year the cabbages had few holes. And whenever a white butterfly flew into

the garden, I thought: perhaps it once lived in our jar.
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Confessions of a Seven—Star Ladybug

I am a seven—star ladybug, and I live on the hillside. One early morning I caught
the smell of aphids drifting up from the garden at the foot of the slope, on the
backs of cabbage leaves; there must have been several thousand. [ called my

companions, and we went down along the hedge.

At the garden the aphids on the leaf backs were indeed packed in crowds. We went
to work. As we fed, I kept an eye on the small girl with the sprayer on her back. The
day before she had sprayed soapy chili water on the leaf backs; the water smelled
bad, yet it did not harm us insects, and a sprayed leaf was still a place to land.
One companion landed on the back of her hand; she raised her hand, looked at it, and

blew it gently onto a leaf instead of crushing it.

Later I learned that her grandpa had taught her: melt soap in water, soak crushed
chili in it, and spray the backs of leaves only. Someone urged him to use medicine;
he waved it off, saying one spray kills the aphids and kills us ladybugs too, and the
medicine that settles on the vegetables is eaten by people themselves. They used no

medicine and left the leaf backs to us for a meal.

We worked for several days, and the aphids grew fewer day by day. The girl
squatted beside a leaf and watched me feed, her face quite close, her breath making
the leaf sway lightly. She sat still and whispered: do not be afraid, keep eating. 1
cannot understand human words, yet I knew she was not driving me away. Her
grandmother called her from the yard for a meal; she answered, but the person did not
move, only set her straw hat down over the furrow beside us, as if leaving us a patch
of shade.

The day the aphids were nearly gone, her grandpa said in the garden: the garden
does not belong to people only; insects live here too; think of a way that spares the
good insects, and the good insects will come to help by themselves. I heard it on my

leaf, and the words seemed true for insects as well.

When the aphids were finished, we went back to the hillside, and before winter we
came down the slope once more to lay our eggs on the wild mustard by the hedge, not
taking their vegetable beds. The next year, when the garden had just put out a few
new leaves, [ again caught the smell of aphids, and called my companions down as
before. The girl knew me and shouted: Grandpa look, the ladybugs are back! Her

grandpa looked up around the garden, smiled, and said nothing.

I am only a small ladybug. I cannot water and cannot pull grass; I can only eat
aphids. The people of the garden left us a meal, and we pay them back by eating the

pests. This account is fair on both sides.
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