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Zhou Xiaozhou by the Flowerbed

During the ten—minute break, Zhou Xiaozhou did not go back to the classroom. He
squatted beside the rose flowerbed under the teaching building, as if crouched next

to something terribly important.

At first I thought he was just playing. Then I saw he was not. He looked from far
away first: the whole bush spread out in the sun, deep red, light red, creamy white,
one clump after another, crowded together. Then he leaned in to one flower, his eyes
almost touching the petals. He counted the petals layer by layer, murmuring to
himself. When he finished, he turned and asked me: do you know how many petals a rose
has? I said no. He said: I counted this one, seventeen. The outer five are the
biggest, and the inner ones get smaller and smaller, the very innermost as small as a

fingernail.

Then he examined the heart of the flower. Ring after ring of thin filaments stood
inside, their tips dusted with golden pollen. He said that was the meal prepared for

bees. An ant crawled across a petal, and he watched it for a long time without
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shooing it away. When a gust of wind blew, the whole bush nodded at once, and he
stepped back two paces and then leaned in again. On the back of one leaf there was a
small hole with yellowed edges; he said a bug had bitten it, and flowers that get

bitten bloom less this year.

The bell rang and he still would not leave. I hurried him, and he pointed at the
biggest bud: look at it, still wrapped in its green shell, the tip of the shell

touched with a little red, it will open in a few more days. It is not in a hurry.

On the way back to class he told me his older sister works as a nurse in the
city. She did not even come home for New Year last year; it has been two years. The
school planted this rose bush in the spring of the year his sister left; it was just
a little sapling then, and now it is taller than his waist. He said he comes to look
at it during every break, and while he looks, he feels his sister is watching this
bush too.

During that lesson I sat at my desk with my mind still by the flowerbed. So when
a person looks at a flower, what he is really thinking about is another person. The
next morning I passed the flowerbed, and Zhou Xiaozhou was squatting there again.
This time, I squatted down too. From far away, clump after clump; up close, layer
after layer. I saw that the red dot on the tip of the bud’ s green shell had deepened

a little more.
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