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The Flower Reporter

The flowering quince in front of the teaching building bloomed on March
fourteenth. That day when I entered the classroom, I found a note on the podium:
Teacher, the quince opened its first flower, and our class observation corner is mine
now. The handwriting was Xiaoman’s. Xiaoman is a child who normally blushes for half
a day just answering a question. I did not object, and announced to the class: fine,

Xiaoman is our flower reporter, one report a day.

Flowering quince blooms on old branches, each flower hugging the stem, a solid
kind of red. Xiaoman’s reports grew better day by day. The first few days were only
numbers: three today, seven tomorrow. Then details appeared: the sunny side blooms
faster, the shady side is still asleep; two bees came early in the morning; petals

fell all over the ground, their edges curling. He pressed a note on the podium before
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reading period every day, and his handwriting grew larger and larger, as if afraid

someone would not see it.

The children were soon captivated. There was always a ring of people in front of
the building at break; the boys pretended not to care and just asked Xiaoman: how
many today? Xiaoman answered grandly. Someone proposed giving the quince a name, the
class voted, and chose a homely, lovable one: Iron Stem Red. For those days, Iron
Stem Red became our class code; when a child drifted off in class, the deskmate would

whisper: Iron Stem Red has eight flowers today, did you hear?

In late April the flowers faded, and Xiaoman’ s reports changed to: flowers gone,
fruits out, mung—bean sized. Later: the fruits are peanut—sized now. He kept every

note, a thick stack, and said he would hand them out to everyone at graduation.

In the last week before graduation, the children took their class photo in front
of the teaching building, the quince tree full of glossy green leaves. Afterward,
Xiaoman placed on the podium a small booklet bound from that stack of notes, and
under it one more note with a single line: Teacher, the flowers kept blooming for us,
the fruits kept growing for us, and now we graduate. I stood at the podium holding
that note; below, the children were in an uproar, hugging each other and signing

shirts, and nobody knew what I was looking at.

This year on March fourteenth, I arrived at the front of the teaching building
early. The first flower had not opened; the branches were swollen with buds. I waited
a while, and children trickled in behind me. Someone shouted: it opened, it opened.
It had not — only one bud had split a hairline crack. But everyone laughed and
squeezed in to look at the crack. I suddenly thought of Xiaoman, and of that stack of
notes. The job of flower reporter, I had only meant as a way for one child to look at
flowers. I never expected the flowers would take a good look at the whole class
instead — and would 1lift that blushing child, all the way to the front of the

podium.
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