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The Apricot Blossoms in Grandma’ s Yard

During the Qingming holiday break, dad drove me back to the countryside. Before
the car even stopped, I saw the apricot tree through the window, a huge mass of
white, rising a good part above the courtyard wall, like a big cloud that had

sprouted inside the yard.

Pushing open the paint-chipped wooden gate, the old courtyard was just as it
always was. The clay jars by the wall, the hoe leaning against it, the little path
the hens had worn in the dirt, all unchanged. Only the apricot tree had changed, its

branches packed with blossoms so thick you could not see a single twig. When the wind
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blew, the ground gathered another layer of petals, as if a thin snow had just fallen.

Grandma was under the tree. She straightened her little three-legged stool and
sat at the edge of the shade to warm herself in the sun. There was sun today, she
said, time to dry out her bones. She had my old coat from last year spread over her,
hands tucked into the sleeves, eyes narrowed, head nodding little by little, as if

about to doze off but unwilling to sleep.

Grandma, I called. She opened her eyes, and her first words were, you are back,
and the flowers are at their best. When you left last year they were only buds. 1
walked under the tree and looked up. The apricot blossoms crowded together in small
clusters, their petals thin, white touched with pink, the centers a deeper red. A few
had passed their prime, petals chipped at one corner, still beautiful. One petal
drifted down into my palm. I pinched it up to show her, grandma, it fell. Let it

fall, she said. Once they are all gone, the apricots start growing.

I squatted beside her, looking at the sleeve over her knee, worn shiny at the
cuff. Her hair was completely white, whiter than the last time I visited. A petal
landed on it and lodged in one lock of hair, unnoticed by anyone, keeping itself

company. 1 did not brush it off. I thought it was fine right where it was.

Grandma fished a handful of roasted peanuts from her pocket and pressed them into
my hand, sure I had eaten nothing on the road. One of us shelled peanuts while the
other watched the flowers. The bees overhead were fatter than the ones in city parks.
Grandma said she planted this tree the year she married into the family, older than
my father even. I walked around the trunk, and two people holding hands could barely

encircle it.

In the afternoon the sun moved three times, and grandma’ s stool moved with it
three times. She stayed under the tree the whole time. When we left, I watched the
old courtyard in the rearview mirror, the apricot tree a mass of white, grandma

sitting beneath it, small, quiet, still.

I fell asleep on the drive back to the city. In my dream I was in that courtyard
again, petals covering the ground, grandma sitting under the blossoms, as if sitting
in a place she had kept watch over for years. Next Qingming, I am coming back to see

it bloom.
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The Green Apricots in May Remember March

Mid-May, grandma said on the phone, the apricots have set, green ones, come pick
them. I arrived early Saturday morning. The apricot tree in the old courtyard hung
full of tiny apricots, fuzzy, clustered along the branches in bunches. Grandma held a
bamboo pole with an iron hook tied to its end to pull down the high clusters, and I

caught them below in the hem of my shirt.

Green like this, sour, I bit into one and my whole face scrunched up. What is the
rush, grandma laughed, they ripen in June. She leaned against the trunk and sat down,
took out a handkerchief to wipe her hands, and suddenly said, when it bloomed in

March, you were not here.

I truly had not been. At the end of March dad was on a business trip, mom worked
the night shift, and I stayed in the city for a week. Grandma told me what happened:
that morning she opened the door and found the whole tree in bloom overnight, white

touched with pink, one blossom squeezing the next, every branch hidden. On the windy
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day the petals covered the ground, and she swept them toward the base of the tree

instead of away from it, saying let them go home.

She also gathered some whole petals and arranged them pinch by pinch on a plate
by the window, in a ring. She said she was getting old, and one fewer flower season
is seen each year, so she had to keep a little. When I left, that plate of petals was
still on the windowsill, faded a bit in the sun, and grandma never brought herself to

put it away.

Now she sat under the tree telling me all this, and right above her head were the
very branches that had bloomed, now hung with green apricots. It hit me all at once
that the March flowers were not lost. They fell at the roots, melted into the soil,
and came back up on these branches wearing fuzzy green coats. Grandma' s windowsill

kept a plate of them, and my memory kept a plate too.

We picked half a basin of apricots. Grandma left the biggest cluster at the top
of the tree, saying it was for the bowl offered at grandpa’ s grave. While he was
alive, he sat under this tree every March. I looked up at that cluster. It grew

exactly where the March blossoms had been, green now, yellow by June.

In the car going home, three green apricots sat in my pocket. Passing the edge of
the city, I cracked the window open and the May wind rushed in. I pictured grandma
holding the bamboo pole, remembered her line about one season fewer each year, and
suddenly sat up straight and said to dad, next March, come back a day early, I want

to see it bloom.

Dad glanced at me in the rearview mirror and said, all right. I looked down at
the three green apricots in my palm, fuzz still on them, pricking my skin. They
remember the March flowers, and so do I. This promise starts with this tree, setting

fruit year after year.
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News of Apricot Blossoms over the 0ld Wall

That spring, the old courtyard at the east end of the village was especially
lively. The apricot tree inside the wall came into bloom, its branches pressing low,
half the flowers reaching over the wall to the outside, white touched with pink, and
everyone passing on the village road lifted their head. A boy named Xiaoman, who had
moved to the village half a year earlier and was in sixth grade, walked past that
wall to school and back every day. At first he took it for a tree of snow, and only

later realized they were flowers.

He soon noticed another thing. Every morning, the old woman in the courtyard
carried a three—legged stool under the tree and sat warming herself in the sun. She
wore a blue cloth jacket, an old coat over her knees, and sat the whole morning
without moving much, without talking, just watching the tree. Once Xiaoman peered in
through a crack in the wall and saw her face tilted up, petals landing in her hair,
and she did not brush them off.

The next day after school, two apricot branches lay at the foot of the wall,
broken by the wind or knocked down by a cat, no one knew. Xiaoman picked them up,
hesitated a moment, then walked to the courtyard gate and knocked on the paint-
chipped wooden door. It opened. The old woman saw the flowers in his hands first,

froze for a second, and asked, where did you find them. They fell by the wall.
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Xiaoman held them out. She took them, held them up for a long look, and said, come

in.

It was the first time Xiaoman entered that courtyard. The full tree of blossoms
stood overhead, far bigger and denser than from outside the wall, bees buzzing past
his ears. The old woman put the two branches into a coarse porcelain jar on the
windowsill, then returned to her stool under the tree and asked Xiaoman, you pass by
the wall every day, have you seen your fill. I have, he said, only I never figured
out why it blooms so many. She thought a moment and said, all the strength saved up

for a year is spent in these half months.

After that, Xiaoman went to the old courtyard first after school and sat at the
other side of the tree to do his homework. The old woman did not disturb him, and now
and then handed him a handful of peanuts. When the wind blew hard one stretch, petals
fell fast. Xiaoman caught a page full in his homework notebook, and the old woman
cupped a handful in her palm and put them in her pocket, and the two of them had a
contest over who caught more. That afternoon, for the first time, the courtyard held

laughter.

When the flowering season passed, the tree was full of tiny green apricots
overnight. The old woman did not come out for several days, so Xiaoman knocked on her
door. She said, the flowers are gone, there is nothing left to sunbathe over.
Apricots are growing too, Xiaoman said. She looked at him, for quite a long while,

and said, yes, apricots are growing too.

The next morning, the three—legged stool was set under the tree again, and beside
it stood a smaller stool. The wind came down the village road and rocked the green
apricots gently. The news of the blossoms over the wall had long scattered, but the
people in the courtyard knew that spring was not over. It had only moved, from the
branches down to under the tree, sitting, warming itself in the sun, waiting for the

next March.
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