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The Plum Tree in Front of the Teaching Building Has

Bloomed Three Times

The plum tree in front of the teaching building was planted the year the school
was founded. The school is older than I am, and the plum tree is far older than my
years of teaching. The autumn I came to this school, it had just fruited; this spring

is the third time I see it bloom.

One break in early March, the class monitor ran into the office shouting: it
opened, it opened, just one flower. Dozens of children surged out to the front of the
teaching building and surrounded the plum tree in layer after layer, nobody daring to
reach out, all on tiptoe peering in. That single flower really was single, high on
the topmost branch, pink-white, very small, trembling twice in the wind. The way the
children looked at it was like looking at a classmate who had just woken up, holding
their breath, afraid to disturb it.
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For the next two weeks the plum tree became the alarm clock of the whole school.
Who first saw five flowers today, who found a layer of petals under the tree
tomorrow, everyone reported it. Some children took out phones to photograph it and
had two confiscated; some recited textbooks under the tree, claiming the scent made
them memorize faster; the steps by the flower bed were cleaned spotless at some point
and became the fixed flower—watching spot. More than once I shooed them back to class

from under the tree, then turned around and stole another look myself.

The flowers were at their peak in late March, just in time for the graduating
class’ s hundred-day pledge ceremony. The grade office agreed to let the children take
group photos under the plum tree. The June wind was already hot; the tree was full of
leaves and had not a single flower left. The children did not care. They still lined
up in rows under the tree, and after shouting the slogans, the most mischievous boy
in the grade suddenly said: Teacher, this time next year, we will not be here to see

it. The whole grade went quiet for a moment, and then shutters clicked in a wave.

That night while correcting diaries, 1 read one girl write: when the plum tree
bloomed we were still in first grade, now I am about to graduate, and the flowers
still bloom the same way. It does not remember us, but I remember it. I read that

sentence three times.

This March the flowers came earlier than last year. At break the children still
surged over, still surrounded it layer by layer, still argued red-faced over who saw
the first blossom. Standing at the office window watching them, I suddenly understood
what this tree truly blooms. It flowers once a year and reminds me once: the children
below my podium will also bloom like flowers, fade, then grow into a tree full of
leaves and scatter to faraway places. What I can do is, while they are still under

the tree, accompany them so they see every blossom clearly.
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