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News of Apricot Blossoms over the 0l1d 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
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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.
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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