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The Tree Held Up Its Pens All Winter

There is a yulania tree at the gate of our compound, taller than two floors. In
winter it is the plainest tree of all, branches bare, only pen—nib buds standing at
the tips, wrapped in a gray—green fuzz, unmoved by wind, untouched by birds. Other
plants wait for spring, but this one brings its buds out in the coldest days and
holds them all winter, neither opening nor dropping. I passed under it all winter and
watched the nibs grow from soybean size to finger length, the fuzzy shells cracking
open a seam to show a jade—like white inside. It was not in a hurry. It took the

cold, and when warmth came it did not rush to fade.

The whole tree turned white on a Sunday morning, all at once. The day before,
only three or five blooms had opened. The next morning when I stepped out, the entire
tree was white, shining white, bloom pressing bloom from the lowest branch to the
top, not one leaf in attendance, just opening by itself. I stood under it with my
head tilted back so long my neck ached. The whiteness was not thin but thick, each

flower the size of a bowl, petals standing upright like raised palms. Everyone

www. vv99. net



passing looked, and no one spoke. That silence was not shock. It was being settled by

the tree.

When the flowers fell, it was quieter still. Yulania does not fade petal by
petal. It falls whole. One morning I found the ground under the tree covered with
complete flowers, white touched with brown, lying neatly one by one, as if they had
set themselves down rather than been dropped. I picked one up. The petals were still
firm, heavy in my palm. The sanitation worker sweeping them said this tree’s flowers
fall clean, not rotting on the branches, not shattering into bits, easy to sweep.

There was something like praise in his voice.

Later I thought: that tree held up its pens all winter, and what it wrote comes
down to four words, unhurried, unanxious. It forms buds when it should and does not
take them back in the cold. When it is time, it opens fully in a single night, no
testing, no coyness. When it is time to fall, it falls whole, no dragging. It borrows
no leaves for backdrop and no scent for help. It simply stands, opening its own
opening, falling its own falling. Now I pass under it every day, and my steps are
slower than before. People are packed into the morning rush with so much to fret
about, but one look up at that tree reminds me that it held its pens a whole winter
without opening, and filled itself full in one night without making a sound. It said

nothing, and everyone who passed understood on their own.
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The Art Class Held Under the Yulania

The art class was held under the yulania tree, back in March. Behind our teaching
building stands an old yulania, said to have been there since the school was built.
Our art teacher took us around it to draw. The first lesson we drew the buds. Nothing
had opened yet. The branches were bare, each tip carrying one brush—nib bud, gray-
green and fuzzy. The teacher said do not find them ugly, let them into the picture. 1
drew those buds for a long time, drawing how they stood on the bare branches, how the
wind shook the branches but the buds did not move. A classmate asked what the point

was of drawing only buds. The teacher said, come back in a week.

A week later, the whole tree was white. We replaced our drawing paper on the
spot. Nobody talked that day, only pencils moving on paper. Yulania white is hard to
draw. Inside the white there are layers of shadow, the petals thick, light running
along their edges. I drew one half-open bloom, like a brush pointing at the sky.
Looking up at the whole tree, hundreds of flowers open together, no leaves, every
branch all flower, the sky gray-blue, the whiteness floating upward. The teacher
walked by, looked at my drawing, and said leave the background blank, the tree will
hold itself up. I did, and that drawing hung on the back wall of our classroom for a

whole term.

The flowers fell in mid-April, less than twenty days after opening. Yulania falls
neatly, whole flowers at a time, onto the grass, onto the running track. During free
time in P.E. class, a few of us picked up the fallen blooms. Every one was complete,
white outside, with a faint purple mark on the back of the petals. I pressed one into
my dictionary and still keep it. Those days of falling were the quietest under the
tree. When the flowers were open, people gathered to look. When they fell, no one

swept them, no one stepped on them, everyone walked around.

I often think that class actually taught us three things, all taught by the tree.
Drawing it in bud taught me to wait. Drawing it in full bloom taught me to see.
Picking up the fallen flowers taught me to let go. It opened without noise and fell
without tragedy. From bud to fall, a little over a month, and each day was truly
itself, no pretense, no stalling. Now when I get frustrated with homework, I remember
those buds on bare branches in art class, the wind shaking the branches, the buds not

moving. They taught me that stillness is not nothing happening. It is something
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growing inside.
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The White Yulania in Grandmother’ s Yard

The white yulania in my grandmother’ s yard is the most patient thing I have ever
seen. It differs from other trees. Its buds set on the branches at the start of
winter, one by one, wrapped in gray fuzz, standing bare in the cold. Grandmother
moved every other plant indoors or covered them with straw mats, but not that tree.
She said it could not be moved, and did not need to be. One winter was bitterly cold.
I worried the buds would freeze and asked if we should wrap them in cloth. She said
the tree was there before she married into the family, had weathered a lifetime of

cold, and never once been hurt.

It bloomed overnight. I was spending winter break in the village, and one early
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morning I opened my door to find the whole tree white, so bright the yard glowed.
Only two or three blooms had opened the previous evening. I stood in the yard
staring. Grandmother called me to breakfast from the house, and I only moved on the
second call. The flowers were large, each one a handful, thick petals standing
upright on the branches facing the sky, neither bowing nor crowding. The scent
reached you only under the tree. It did not chase people. It gave itself to whoever
came close. Grandmother came out with her bowl and looked up too, saying there were
many blooms this year, a sign of a good season, then went off to feed the chickens.

She regarded the tree like a well-known relative, no surprise, but gladness.

The flowers fell around Qingming. In the village mornings I first heard soft
thuds in the yard. Outside, the ground held flower after flower, whole white blooms,
petals still firm, fallen on the blue bricks, on the stone mill. Grandmother,
sweeping the yard, picked them up one by one into a dustpan, saying the intact ones
could be dried on paper and tucked in a pillow to scent the whole summer. I helped
her. The dustpan held a dozen. The morning yard full of fallen flowers was not

desolate but clean, white blossoms on blue brick, as if someone had arranged them.

Grandmother passed away the winter before last. This winter break when I went
back, the yulania had set its buds again, one by one on the bare branches, same as
any year. 1 stood under it a long time, remembering her saying it had weathered a
lifetime of cold without harm, remembering her saying many blooms meant a good
season. That tree, silent and unhurried, holds its buds a whole winter, opens in one
night, drops to the ground in whole flowers, year after year, living its days steady
and clear. Now when something urgent comes, I think of the yulania in the yard, and
of grandmother feeding chickens under it, sweeping the blooms, lifting whole flowers
into her dustpan. Neither of them was fast, and neither ever missed what mattered. A

gust of wind passed, and a bud on the branch nodded once, like an answer.
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