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The Forsythia on Grandpa’ s Earthen Wall

The old courtyard at my grandmother’ s parents’ home has an earthen wall half a
person high, and forsythia grows along its top. Nobody planted it. Mother says it was
there when she was a girl, hanging over the wall edge every year like a green sash
tied around the wall; in winter the sash turns into a few gray—-brown thin branches

lying stiff along the wall top.

Grandpa spent his last years beside that wall. His legs were bad and he could not
walk far, so every day he carried a bamboo chair out and sat in the sun at the wall’s
foot, an old blanket over his knees. He rarely spoke; he mostly sat half-asleep,
looking at the top of the wall. When I watched him watching the wall, I was really
looking at those thin branches, for in winter they never moved, like firewood drying

on the wall, and everyone would have said they were dead.

Yet every year around the Rain Water season, those thin branches wake up by

themselves. First little bumps swell along the branches in rows; then overnight the
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bumps split, and out come small yellow flowers. Each blossom is no bigger than a
soybean, but they come in crowds, lining up from one end of the wall to the other,
making the dull earthen wall shine. That day Grandpa got up unusually early, carried
his chair under the flowers, and sat looking up at them like a child. Grandma called
him to eat; he would not move. Just a little longer, he said. The flowers have just

opened; I will keep them company.

One spring, rain soaked through the wall and a corner of it collapsed. Grandpa
hobbled over with a shovel and dug out the fallen earth, shovelful by shovelful. One
section of thin branch had been pinned under the clods, bent double, its bark split
open. We all said that piece was finished. Grandpa said nothing, lifted the clods
away, found a strip of cloth, and gently tied the bent branch to a wooden stake on
the wall top.

Next year, that split branch bloomed just the same. Little yellow flowers pushed
out one by one above the split, more vigorously than anywhere else. Grandpa carried
his chair under it as usual, and that day he talked more. Flowers are like people, he

told me. Break a bone, set it, and life goes on as before, goes on warm and steaming.

After Grandpa passed away, Grandma took his place in the chair at the wall’s
foot. Later the earthen wall was patched again and again, and the forsythia still
hangs over the wall edge every year. Every time I go back, the first thing I look for
is that branch once tied with cloth. The cloth rotted away long ago, but the branch
still carries a faint ring of a mark, like a scar. And when spring comes, that scar
blooms full of little yellow flowers, one pressed against the next, blooming as if

they had every right to.
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