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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.

I half believed it and kept watering. Mother said: pull it out and sow again. I
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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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