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Wild Flowers by the Road on My Way Home

One Saturday at noon, on my way home from piano practice, I found a patch of tiny
flowers growing in the cracks beside the road. They were yellow, no taller than a
finger, crowded together along the curb like a handful of little lights someone had
dropped.

I squatted down. My first thought was to give them to my mother. She works on
Saturdays, and when she leaves home in the morning her eyes are still puffy with

sleep. She never says she is tired, but her bag always looks heavier in the evening.
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I wanted to pick one, but I did not know which one. They all looked the same to
me. So I picked them one by one and laid them on my palm to compare. This one had
petals that were too small. That one hung its head down, as if it had just been
scolded. This one had the brightest color, but one leaf had a hole in it. I squatted

by the road for almost ten minutes, and my knees went numb.

In the end I chose the tallest one. It stood at the very edge of the grass, its
stem straight, its face turned toward the sun, with a dot of bright gold in the
center. I pinched the stem and snapped it off. The sound was clean and made me start
a little.

But one flower did not feel like enough. I picked two small white ones to go with
it, tied them with a hair elastic from my pencil case, and made a tiny bouquet. The

elastic was the one I used to tie my hair, and it still smelled faintly of shampoo.

When I got home, my mother had not come back yet. I stood the flowers in an empty
glass jar on the dining table, watched them for a while, then wrote a note on a piece
of paper: For my mother. I did not know what else to write. I thought for a long time

and added one more line: I saw them blooming on my way home from school.

In the evening the door lock turned. My mother came in, put down her bag, and
stopped in front of the dining table. She looked at the jar of flowers for a long
time without speaking. Then she laughed, and the corners of her eyes crinkled up, as

if all the small lines there lit up at once.

She asked how I knew she liked flowers. I said I did not know; I just thought she
would smile if she saw them. She squatted down and held me, and the hem of her sleeve

brushed my cheek, cool.

That night my mother put the flower into a book and said she would press it and
keep it. I watched her lay a piece of paper over it. She did it so carefully, as if

she were pulling a blanket up over someone.

Later, on many Saturdays on my way back from piano practice, I looked at that
patch of flowers by the road. They bloomed and fell, fell and bloomed. I never picked

them again. One flower was enough. My mother had already kept it safe inside a book.
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The Little Yellow Flowers by the Gate

After work on Friday, Zhou Min rode her electric scooter to the school gate to
pick up her son. From far off she saw him squatting by the curb, back to her,
perfectly still. She honked twice. He did not hear. She walked over and found him

staring at a patch of little yellow flowers, his nose almost touching them.

She was about to call him to the scooter, then swallowed the words. She watched
him touch one flower lightly, then another, muttering to himself as if negotiating
with someone. Then he laid three flowers side by side on his palm, tilted his head,
shook it at one, and studied the next. Zhou Min waited beside the scooter, and

suddenly the whole afternoon seemed to slow down.

At last her son stood up, holding one tall flower, two leaves still on its stem.
He ran over, stuck it into the side pocket of his schoolbag, and said: Mom, let us
go. Zhou Min asked what he had been squatting there for. He said: secret. The wind

blew his words away, and she did not ask again.
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The next day was Sunday. Zhou Min was washing dishes when her son kept drifting
around her, touching the refrigerator, moving a chair, making no sound. She said: if
you have something to say, say it. He said: close your eyes first. She laughed, but

closed them anyway.

She felt something pressed into her hands, cool and slightly fuzzy. She opened
her eyes. It was a small bouquet of wildflowers, one tall yellow one and two small
white ones, tied with his hair elastic, a note tied to the elastic. The note read, in
his crooked handwriting: Mom, this flower is the one I chose, the best one. There was

a whole patch by the road. I compared them for a long time.

Zhou Min held the bouquet standing in the sound of the kitchen water, and laughed
until tears came. She turned her head quickly to wipe them. Her son did not see. She
remembered picking flowers for her own grandmother at that age. After that she had
been busy with school, with work, with her child, and no one had ever picked her

roadside flowers again, and she had never even thought of them herself.

At night, after her son fell asleep, she stood the bouquet in a jar can and put
it on his desk. When he woke up and saw it the next morning, he was so happy he ate

one extra egg at breakfast.

Later the flowers wilted, and Zhou Min kept the petals in a tin box. Years
afterward, her grown son found the box and asked where they came from. She said: when
you were in second grade, you picked the best flower by the road and gave it to me.
He thought for a long time and could not remember. She did not remind him. It was

enough that she remembered.
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A Dried Flower Pressed in a Book

While sorting the bookshelves during our move, an old dictionary slid down from
the top shelf and snapped open on the floor. Something fell out of the pages, so
light it made almost no sound when it landed. It was a dried flower, yellow, pressed
perfectly flat, its color faded to pale beige, its shape still whole. Under the
petals was a small note, the paper yellowed through, with two lines of pencil

writing: For my mother. I saw them blooming on my way home from school.

I held the note and was thrown straight back to that Saturday years ago. Piano
practice had ended, and by the road there was a patch of small yellow flowers in the
stone cracks. I squatted down and picked them one by one, laying them on my palm to
compare. Not the ones with small petals, not the ones hanging their heads, not the
ones with holes in their leaves. My legs went numb from squatting before I finally

chose the tallest one, its stem straight, its face toward the sun.

I added two small white flowers, tied them with a hair elastic, stood them in an
empty glass jar on the dining table, and wrote that note. In the evening my mother
came home from work, stood by the table for a long time, then laughed, her eyes
curving like two crescents. She asked how I knew she liked flowers. I said I did not

know; I just thought she would smile if she saw them.

That night she fetched the dictionary, pressed the flower inside, covered it with
another sheet of paper, her hands as gentle as when pulling up a blanket. I watched
and asked why she had to press it. She said flowers fade, but pressed they can be
kept forever. I only half understood then, thinking grown—ups were strange to keep

even a wilted flower.

Now I understand. The petals faded, the note yellowed at the edges, but that
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Saturday is still there: the small yellow flowers along the curb, the ten minutes of
comparing them on my palm, the smell of shampoo on the hair elastic, the fine lines
at the corners of her eyes lighting up together. This dried flower has kept all of
it, kept it all these years.

I put the flower back in the dictionary, closed it, and set it on the most
reachable shelf in our new home. My mother peeked in from the living room and asked
what treasure I had found. I said: a flower, the one your son spent a long time
choosing. She came over, took one look, said nothing, and her eyes curved into two

crescents again, exactly like that Saturday.

Outside the window it was spring, and a patch of small yellow flowers was
blooming in the flowerbed downstairs. We both saw them, and neither of us went to
pick any. Some flowers only need to be picked once. The rest look better left where

they are.
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