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The Peach Tree in Grandmother’ s Yard

The summer I turned seven, my parents left me at my grandmother’ s house in the
village. A peach tree stood in the middle of the yard, its trunk leaning, its bark
split into seams that oozed amber gum. Grandmother said the tree was older than my

mother.

Just after Qingming, she set up a bamboo ladder and had me pass her newspaper
squares and thin wire. She cut the paper into palm—sized pieces and slipped one over
each green peach, twisting the wire shut. I asked why the peaches needed clothes.
Insects bite, birds peck, she said; inside a bag the insects cannot reach them and
the birds no longer recognize them as peaches. I looked up at the tree full of little

paper bags, rustling in the wind like applause.

The waiting was long. Every other day I peeked into a bag, but the peach inside
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stayed green and hard as a stone. Grandmother laughed at me. An unripe peach cannot

be hurried, she said; the sun ripens it one day at a time.

The first ripe peach was found at the end of June. The wind had lifted the corner
of a bag, showing skin white blushed with red, like faint rouge. The whole fruit was
fuzzy, and close to the nose it gave off a clean sweet scent, so light you had to

hunt for it. Grandmother picked it, dipped it in well water, and handed it to me.

My first bite sent juice running down my wrist and dripping onto my feet. The
flesh was soft, a little sour near the stone, and the stone wore a coat of fine red
fuzz. Grandmother always kept the biggest peach on the tree for me and ate the
smaller ones herself. Neighbor Grandma Wang brought over zongzi she had wrapped, and
Grandmother answered with half a basket of peaches, telling her to wait two days

before eating, that hard peaches taste like nothing.

In the evenings Grandmother spread an old sheet under the tree and sat on a small
stool fanning herself. Cicadas sang overhead, the smell of peaches drifted in the

night wind, and now and then a fully ripe peach fell to the ground with a soft thud.

At the end of July Grandmother began making peach preserves. She peeled the
peaches, broke them in half to remove the stones, simmered them slowly with rock
sugar, poured them into washed old glass jars, and turned the jars upside down to
cool. The whole summer was packed away this way, from green peaches into ripe ones,

and from ripe ones into jars.

Later I went back to the city for school and grew farther from that yard. I have
eaten many peaches since, lined up neatly in supermarkets, all the same size. Still,
the best one has stayed in my memory, cooled in well water, warmed by the sun, and

the kind of sweet someone saved on purpose for me.
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