SUMMER
SOLSTICE
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Summer Solstice - Jessica Cheng

I walked along the railway tracks. The morning streets were mostly empty, the air damp with
the lingering scent of post-rain humidity. Puddles scattered across the road splashed as my
slippers stepped in them, water clinging and separating between the soles and my feet,
producing a sound like the groaning of a beast.

Reaching a corner of the street, I pulled out an old key from my pocket and opened a wooden
box. Inside, a translucent plastic case held an array of watch straps and small parts. Next to it
sat a round leather stool, its surface peeling and patchy. Sitting down, the stool creaked
beneath me, a sound reminiscent of the rusty joints in my body.

Another summer day where no one would sit with me.

I always remembered that summer. The heat wasn’t as stifling as it is now. I lay sprawled
over a wooden desk at school, unable to hear the teacher’s recitation of poetry. My mind
drifted, eagerly anticipating the end of the tedious lessons, so I could escape to my
grandfather’s watch repair shop.

Then, out of nowhere, thunder cracked on a clear afternoon, followed by the sound of stones
striking the awning. The teacher’s lecture abruptly stopped as we pushed back our chairs and
crowded by the window.

“Is it snowing?”
“Snow in Hong Kong? In summer?”
“It must be the end of the world!”

“It’s hail,” he said softly, pushing his slightly slipped glasses back up his nose. He left the
lively window crowd and returned to his seat.

He was a peculiar presence, with his thick, black-framed glasses and his meticulous grasp of
knowledge from books. Teachers adored smart students, and he was like a magnet, distinct
from ordinary students like us. Lately, I had noticed a faint, strange smell around him,
something sharp and acrid. I couldn’t quite place it.

The hail battered leaves from trees, scattering them across the ground. The teacher dismissed
us back to our seats with a hurried explanation about hail and not snow. That brief hailstorm
lasted barely ten minutes, but looking back, perhaps those falling ice pellets were the prelude
to a much larger storm.

“Come with me,” he said. It was the first thing he ever said to me.
“Where? I need to get home.”
“Just come,” he insisted, adjusting his glasses before turning to leave.

Curiosity piqued, I quickly packed my bag and followed him. We weaved through the noisy
after-school crowd, ascending stairs like salmon swimming upstream, until we reached the
fifth floor. There, he unlocked a door to the chemistry lab—normally off-limits to us students
—with practiced ease.

How did he get the key? Did he steal it from the bald chemistry teacher? My mind raced with
questions as I followed him inside, only to be struck by the source of the strange smell:
explosives.



“Your family fixes watches, right? Wouldn’t you like to do something more exciting?” The
fluorescent lab light reflected off his glasses, concealing his eyes, though his smile carried a
hint of something unsettling.

The room was filled with tools and jars of chemicals I didn’t recognize. Senior students,
dressed in white lab coats and protective goggles, were experimenting with liquids in glass
tubes. They acknowledged our entrance with nods, their eyes lingering on me momentarily
before returning to their tasks—tinkering with a pile of black powder on a nearby table.

“This is an old-style ‘pineapple,’” he said, placing a heavy, iron-like object resembling a
preserved egg into my hand. Its weight and rusty scent were unmistakable—it was made of
cast iron.

“They packed gunpowder and nails inside this iron shell, with a firing pin at the base and tied
it with cloth. But the problem is, it’s unstable and can explode from accidental impact. Some
of our members have been injured because of this. That’s why we’re making a new batch—
entirely different from these old designs,” he explained, his sharp eyes visible now that the
glare of the lights was gone. His smile grew wider. “This is much more exciting than fixing
watches, don’t you think?”

“How much does it cost to replace a watch strap?” A sharply dressed woman in high heels
approached me, handing over a broken watch.

“Fifty dollars for a new strap,” I replied.

“Great, I’ll take a black strap. I’'m in a hurry—can you finish it quickly?” She stepped under
the awning, closed her umbrella, and shook off the raindrops, which splashed onto my feet.

Making bombs and repairing watches share a strange similarity: both demand complete focus
and meticulous attention to detail. My body acted as a barrier, my arms and head forming a
semi-circle that blocked out the surrounding air. Inside that space, the world narrowed to the
crisp sounds of tiny watch parts clicking into place. These faint noises grew louder in my
ears, as if amplified. The tourbillon spun in a precise rhythm, like a heartbeat.

Using a small tool, I loosened the screws connecting the watch movement to its strap and
carefully removed the damaged band. All that remained was the circular watch face. The hour
and minute hands chased each other across its surface like children playing hide-and-seek,
ticking softly in my grasp.

“Excuse me, is the strap ready yet?”” The woman’s impatient voice broke my focus as she
tapped my shoulder.

“Oh, yes, it’s done. Please check if the fit is comfortable,” I said, handing the repaired watch
to her.

She slipped it onto her wrist, gave a quick nod of approval, and pressed fifty dollars into my
hand before disappearing into the crowd. Her high heels clicked faintly, drowned out by the
patter of rain.

I watched as the street came alive with the morning rush. Umbrellas bobbed through puddles,
people moved briskly, carrying red plastic bags filled with groceries, their footsteps weaving
around vegetable stalls and butcher shops.

I remembered a time when my grandfather took me to the market. Unlike today’s bustling
streets, the shops were shuttered, heavy iron gates pulled down, leaving only a narrow gap
near the ground. My grandfather, leaning on his cane, walked quickly through the quiet
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streets until we reached a vegetable stall. He gently tapped the iron gate with the end of his
cane, the metal vibrating with a hollow clang.

“Two catties of choy sum, please,” he said softly.

I crouched down, slipping coins through the gap in the gate. Through the small opening, |

saw the wary eyes of the vendor, who swiftly pulled the money into his hand before sliding a
bundle of greens out to me. The gate clattered as it was pulled lower, leaving me wondering if
I’d need to lie flat on the ground next time to catch a glimpse of the vendor’s feet.

“Why is buying vegetables so secretive?” I whispered to my grandfather.

“They’re playing a game of pretending to be on strike,” he replied, his wise eyes twinkling
with amusement.

The streets back then were often filled with crowds—people in white shirts and blue trousers,
holding red booklets and gathering at street corners. Green-clad officers in black helmets and
polished shoes would surround them, forming a barrier with linked arms and expressionless
faces, ready with batons at their waists. The crowd’s chants were strange and melodic,
clashing with the heavy tension in the air.

That night, I followed their footsteps to a meeting place. The atmosphere was tense, their
faces marked with a seriousness that I couldn’t quite place. They hummed a peculiar tune,
reciting hypnotic phrases from their red booklets. I felt like an actor who had walked into the
wrong play, unsure of my lines. In the quietest corner, I stood silently, feigning a calm I
didn’t feel, as they shared stories from the past.

“Revisiting the hardships of the past” was their bridge to history, an incantation repeated with
reverence. But their words overwhelmed me, leaving my head spinning. I stayed silent.

Suddenly, two heavy blue plastic barrels were brought into the room. A rancid stench filled
the air as they removed the lids. Rotting food waste spilled forth, the smell nauseating.
Someone declared that to understand the suffering of the past, one must experience it
firsthand. “Eat a bite,” they urged.

I watched in disbelief as older students, hesitant at first, grimaced and took a bite. Their
reactions shifted from shock to fervor, urging others to join in. The room, cloaked in its fetid
air, became suffocating. My only instinct was to run—to escape the stench, the chants, and
the oppressive weight of their collective rituals.

I never told my grandfather about that night, nor about what happened in the lab. Each time I
returned home, I meticulously brushed off any stray powder from my clothes, afraid he might
catch the acrid scent. Perhaps he felt a twinge of sadness that I no longer spent time in his
watch shop, but I had grown captivated by the mysteries hidden within those iron shells.

After school, I would enter the pungent laboratory, where the students had moved on from
studying iron bombs to experimenting with shimmering powders. They tested the powders
repeatedly, mixing them with careful precision in glass containers and test tubes. The work
required even greater finesse than repairing watches. Every movement was delicate and
deliberate, as though a great beast lay sleeping nearby, ready to awaken with fiery destruction
at the slightest mistake.

And then, one night, it did.

“Excuse me, I have an old watch that’s been broken for years. Could you take a look at it for
me?”



I looked up to see a man standing before me. Behind his glasses, his gaze was sharp, but his
left arm was gone. I recognized him instantly. It was him.

He didn’t recognize me, though. How could he? It had been nearly half a century since we
last met. [ had grown from a young boy into a balding old man. It was better this way.

“Yes, of course,” I said, taking the watch from him.
“Thank you. It’s been broken for so long. I thought I’d see if it could be repaired.”

“Would you like me to change the strap to a flexible metal one? It might make it easier to
wear with one hand.”

“No, that’s not necessary. I don’t wear watches anymore. I used to wear one on my left wrist,
but after losing my left arm, it felt wrong to switch to my right. I eventually stopped wearing
them altogether. Recently, while sorting through old belongings, I found this watch. If it can

be fixed, I’d like to give it to my grandson as a gift.”

As he spoke about his grandson, his eyes softened with a warmth I hadn’t seen before. I
realized then that he was no longer the boy with the scent of gunpowder. We had both moved
on from the smoke and chaos of those days. He no longer wore watches, while I had become
consumed by the intricate movements of clockwork.

I still remember that day—his hand left behind, fingers slightly curled, charred black at the
edges. Blood and flesh mingled in stark red as the crowd panicked, fleeing in chaos. He was
unconscious, carried out by the senior students as they hurriedly stepped over his spilled
blood, leaving smeared footprints on the floor.

As the blood dried, I found his watch lying amidst the mess. Picking it up from the half-dried
pool, I wiped away the blood and soot, and returned it to his desk drawer in the classroom as
if nothing had happened.

Now, that same watch had returned to me. The hands remained frozen at that moment, stuck
in a time that no longer existed—a perpetual summer daylight saving time.

Grandfather used to tell me about the days when daylight saving time was in effect year-
round. They had to wake up an hour earlier every day, starting their mornings in darkness,
living in a fabricated dawn. Four years later, daylight saving time was confined to summer,
and decades after that, it vanished altogether.

Tick-tock, tick-tock.

In the circular face of the watch, I often imagine a pair of children running endlessly. Over
the years, they’ve sped up and slowed down, weaving through different numerical paths like
climbing stairs. I’ve kept them captive within the watch, repairing its broken movement so it
ticks once more. It’s as if their hearts never stopped beating, as if that summer and its
laughter still echo in the streets.



Historical Context:

Daylight Saving Time

Daylight saving time refers to adjusting the official clock forward by one hour during summer to align with
the longer daylight hours, thereby improving productivity. Hong Kong implemented daylight saving time in
1941. During the Japanese occupation from 1942 to 1945, daylight saving time was observed year-round,
effectively aligning with Japan’s time zone. From 1946, daylight saving time was applied only between March
and November until it was officially abolished in 1980.

The 1967 Events

According to records from the Hong Kong Observatory, hail fell in Hong Kong between spring and summer of
1967.In May of that year,a workers’ strike broke out at a plastic flower factory in San Po Kong, sparked by
significant wage cuts. The strike escalated into large-scale riots, with leftist factions calling for city-wide
strikes and school boycotts. Police arrested numerous leftist activists,and nearly half of the city’s buses were
taken out of service, leading to widespread economic stagnation.

Political commentator Johnny Lau, who was a student at the Workers’ Children Secondary School at the time,
recalled attending gatherings held by leftist committees. At one such event, two barrels of food waste were
brought out, and participants were encouraged to ‘relive the hardships of the past” by eating the rotting
scraps.

The “Pineapple” Bombs

That year,improvised bombs, commonly known as “pineapples, began appearing across the city, making it
difficult to distinguish between real and fake devices. Statistics show that Hong Kong saw 1,525 real bombs
and 4,217 fake ones during this period.

In late August,a homemade bomb disquised as a gift killed two siblings, aged eight and two, on Tsing Hua
Street in North Point. The incident shocked the entire city. That same year, a student at Chung Wah Middle
School was injured in a laboratory explosion and lost an arm.
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