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The First Tulip Under the Flagpole Bloomed

Monday, March 17, sunny. At half past six in the morning it was my turn to clean
the playground. The sky had not fully brightened. The shadow of the flagpole lay
across the running track and reached all the way to the edge of the flower bed. 1
swept behind the bed, the broom brushing the wintergreen leaves. Then I straightened

up, and I saw it. Under the flagpole, among that row of tulips, one had opened.

I squatted down to look. The petals were pale pink with a little white at the
edges, still holding the dampness of the night, deeper in color than they would be
after the sun dried them. It did not open all at once. The petals loosened one by
one, the outer two bending down, the cup in the middle still half closed, like a hand
that had just let go of its fist. I watched for nearly ten minutes, the broom lying
on the ground where I dropped it. Cleaning should have taken twenty minutes. That

morning I finished at ten past seven.

Our English teacher walked past the flower bed carrying a stack of workbooks and
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stopped too. She said she had watched this row of tulips for twelve years and always
wondered how she happened to catch the first bloom. Later she figured it out. It was
not luck. The flowers had been opening all along, and only the person who stopped to
look would ever meet the first one. I did not say anything, but I kept that sentence

inside me.

I missed the flag raising before morning study. On the way back to the classroom
I deliberately took the path past the flower bed again. The remaining buds were still
closed, with a little pink showing through the green tips, like light leaking through
the gaps of tight fingers. I counted them. Eight buds, plus the one that had opened,
nine in all. I suddenly wondered what I had been doing at this time last year. 1
could not remember at all how the campus flowers had bloomed last spring. It was not
that they had not bloomed. It was that I had never once stopped to look. Every day I
ran past that flower bed with my eyes on my watch, on the door of the teaching
building. Whether the flowers opened or not had nothing to do with me. So this is how
days slip away at our feet. The flowers keep count of them for us, one blooming, one

falling, while we only hurry forward.

That evening back in the dorm I opened my diary and wrote down what happened:
first tulip, pale pink, cup half closed, a chipped corner on the blue tile by the
bed. Then I added one more line. Next spring I will come and look every single day.
The eight remaining buds will open one by one in the days ahead. I know they will

open, because now I am here waiting for them.
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