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The Pear Tree of Thirty Years

The pear tree in front of the teaching building is fifty—three this year, older
than I am. The first year I was assigned to this school, it already stood at its
present height; when it blooms in spring, the whole tree is white, so white that the
terrazzo floor of the building reflects it. In thirty years, I have seen twenty—six

graduating classes off beneath it.

The pear tree has a temperament about blooming: it does it quietly. One day after
school the branches are full of buds; the next morning during reading period, a child
by the window suddenly cries out, and every head in the class turns toward the window
in one motion. The reading stopped for half a minute. I did not call for silence,
because they were all holding their breath, the way one greets a truly important

person. When the bell rang, the front of the building filled with people; the older
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students who could not push in stood on the steps and watched from afar. One student
caught a falling petal in his hand and pressed it into his Chinese textbook. I saw it

and let it go.

The falling of the petals is even more beautiful. When the wind passes, petals
spiral down one by one, landing on children’s hair, on their shoulders, on the edge
of the flower bed. For those days nobody ran in the schoolyard; everyone walked
slowly, as if afraid to step on the white on the ground. One spring a city inspection
happened to fall then, and the petals could not be swept up in time. I stopped the
caretaker with his broom: let it finish blooming, let it finish falling. Sweeping a

day late is no matter.

By graduation season the pear tree is deep green. Yet children always linger
under it. One year a boy stood under the tree for a long time on graduation day, and
later wrote me: Teacher, that day I wanted to say goodbye to the tree. I spent six
years here; it watched me from first grade to sixth grade; it is the classmate I have
known longest. I read that letter at a class meeting. When I finished, nobody spoke,

and there happened to be wind outside the window.

The spring before last, two former students long graduated came back to the
school and went straight to the pear tree for photos. They are taller than I am now;
they hunted for their old positions under the branches and gestured for a long while.
As they left, one of them touched the trunk and said: the tree hasn’t changed. I
heard it, and something stirred in me. Of course the tree hasn’t changed. What
changes are the people under it, and the me standing under it — sinking a little

year by year, and getting better at watching flowers year by year.

The pear blossoms came again this March, and the front of the building filled
with people at break as always. I stood in the corridor watching, and suddenly did
not want to hurry them back to class. Let them look. In years to come they will
remember many things; perhaps not every text I taught, but they will remember a
spring morning when the whole class turned to the window together, and the half
lesson when petals fell onto their textbooks. That is enough. The tree keeps the

school’ s years; I keep the children for them.
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