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