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The Sunflower That Bloomed Late

Three days before the Qingming holiday, my father handed me a packet of sunflower
seeds and a tin can with holes punched in its bottom. We filled it with soil, poked
three shallow holes with a chopstick, dropped the seeds in one by one, and covered
them lightly. Father said: put it on the balcony, water it daily, and it will sprout

within a week. I nodded, and from that day on I was a person with a duty.

Seven days passed, and the soil surface lay flat as an unoccupied bed. Fourteen
days passed, still nothing. Downstairs, the gatekeeper grandpa had planted a row of
sunflowers along the wall, and by early May they stood taller than my head, round
green buds on their tips. I always stopped to stare on my way home from school.
Grandpa laughed: yours must be asleep. I said: maybe the seeds are dead. Grandpa

said: seeds do not sleep forever; they are gathering strength underground.
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I half believed it and kept watering. Mother said: pull it out and sow again. I
held a chopstick over the pot and hesitated a long while, and in the end did not dig.
That night I wrote on a slip of paper: the sunflower is gathering strength, and stuck
it on the rim of the pot. From then on I watered it morning and evening, and after
each watering I crouched beside it for a while. Watching, I could see nothing, yet
crouching there the impatience in my heart grew thin. I also kept an observation
diary for it, writing the same line for over thirty days in a row: no movement on the

soil surface. I never tore the pages out; I saved them one by one.

On the morning of May 19, I carried water out and suddenly sat down on the
balcony floor. A small green shoot had pushed up in the middle of the can, its two
leaves still carrying a grain of soil. I shouted: it sprouted, it sprouted! Mother
ran over with wet hands, and father actually took a photograph. I crouched beside the
can and counted: one, two, and a third bump was pushing up by the third hole. At
school that day I told my deskmate three times, and he said: you have said it three
times already. I said: I could say it three more times. After that it grew fast, a
notch taller each day, and in August it opened a palm-sized flower on the balcony,

facing the morning sun.

Downstairs the sunflowers of the gatekeeper grandpa had finished blooming and
hung their heads, while mine had only just opened. I asked grandpa: why did mine
bloom so late? He said: your seeds went into the soil a month later than mine, and
they spent an extra month gathering strength. I thought about that for a long time.
That late-blooming sunflower taught me: everyone has a time of their own, and one who

has not bloomed is not forgotten, only still gathering strength.
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The Flower of My Deskmate Bloomed and Mine Had Not

In the first week of March, our homeroom teacher carried in thirty small flower
pots and announced that each student would grow one marigold, from sowing to bloom,
and we would see whose flower opened best. The classroom erupted. I took a pot,
grabbed some soil, pressed three seeds into it, and stuck my name on the pot wall:

Number Five, Lin Xiaoman.

In the first week, the pot of my deskmate Chen Dong sprouted first, two tender
leaves raised like little hands. In the second week, his sprout had grown into a
palm—high seedling with crowded leaves. My Number Five pot still showed a bare soil
surface. A classmate strolled past and glanced over: Lin Xiaoman, did you plant
stones in there? The whole class laughed. I moved Number Five a little inward on the

windowsill and said nothing.

In April, round green buds swelled on top of the seedling of Chen Dong. A few
days later the first flower opened, orange-red like a small ball of fire. The class
gathered around it. I stood before my own bare pot with burning ears, and at
dismissal I said to it in a huff: no more watering, bloom or do not bloom. Then I
turned and lef't.

The next morning before reading class, the homeroom teacher was crouching by the
windowsill, right where I ran into her. She pointed at Number Five: come here, touch
the soil. I touched it; the bottom was damp. She said: damp below means it is
straining away inside. You have waited only forty days; the seeds of Chen Dong went
into the soil two weeks earlier than yours. Flowers do not race; each has its own

hour. Wait a little longer.

I started watering again. On May 10, just as the morning reading bell rang,
someone in the back row shouted: Number Five sprouted! I ran over. The soil surface

had cracked open, and a reddish—-brown shoot pushed out, half the size of the sprout
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of Chen Dong, but standing there solidly. In June it bloomed, its color deeper than
that of Chen Dong, like fully burned charcoal.

At the class meeting, the teacher asked those whose flowers had bloomed to share
experience. I said one thing: my seeds went in late and sprouted late, but they never
slacked off; they kept working under the soil. The room went quiet for a moment, then
applauded. That day I wrote in my diary: when others bloom, do not panic. I learned

to wait, and I learned to keep watering while waiting.
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The Morning Glories on the Other Side of the Wall

On the weekend when April turned warm, I sowed four morning glory seeds at the
foot of our yard fence. Grandma Wang next door sowed a row along her side of the wall

and had even set up a bamboo trellis in advance. She handed me one of her old seeds:
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this blue kind has a thick shell and sprouts slowly, so do not be impatient. I
planted her seed together with mine, watered them, and pictured the fence covered in

vines by summer.

In May, the other side of the wall stirred first. Heart-shaped leaves pushed out
beneath the bamboo trellis of Grandma Wang, winding upward along the poles. By June
her trellis was fully covered, and every morning it held a shelf of blue flowers with
dew resting on the petals. Children from the whole alley came to look. I went after
school too, and after looking I stood a while at the foot of my own fence. The soil
was still only soil, with no shadow of a tendril. Grandma Wang called to me over the
wall: child, do not only watch the flowers. Morning glories root first, then climb.

If the roots are not steady, a vine that climbs will also fall.

I half believed her and kept watering. Every day after school I first walked over
to her side of the wall to look at her flowers, then came back to crouch at the foot
of my own fence and look at the soil. Mother laughed: so you go to admire the flowers
of other people and come home to interrogate your own dirt. I said: our teacher said
we look at others to learn, and examine ourselves so as not to lose heart. In July
came a heavy rain. When it stopped I went to the fence and froze on the spot: four
thick vines had pushed out at the foot of the fence, a ring thicker than those of
Grandma Wang, already winding half my height up the bamboo, their tips curled and
reaching upward. I ran to knock on her door and pulled her over to see. She squinted
at them for a long while and said: well I never, your vines are sturdier than mine.
Early the next morning, the first vine held two blue flowers, larger than the ones

over the wall.

Grandma Wang came over to look and said: your four seeds went in deep, and their
roots spent over a month driving down below, deeper than mine, so your vines are
thick and your flowers large. She paused and added: what happens underground is

invisible to the eyes, but invisible does not mean it is not happening.

That summer, the blue flowers on our fence bloomed from July to September. I sat
under them doing homework, and whenever my pen stopped I looked up for a while. I
kept those words of Grandma Wang. Later, when classmates teased me for being slow at
something, I did not get angry. I know that some things are slow because they are
putting down roots where no one can see. The flowers over the wall opened first, in

their hour; the flowers on my side opened later, also in their hour.
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