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The Frost of My Hometown Lies in a Cardboard Box in the
City

The courier called while I was working late. The box came back heavy, taped four
times round, with the name of a neighbor from my old village on the label. Inside
were twenty jin of persimmon cakes, each in its own food bag, and pressed at the
bottom a cut branch with a few dried leaves still green. I knew those leaves. They
came from the old persimmon tree at the east end of our village, well over a hundred

years old, the tree under which I played with mud as a child.

That night I called. My neighbor said the frost date fell right this year, and
the village organized a joint picking on Frost Descent. Fruit from the old tree went
to the collective; each family picked from its own trees. He and his wife were up
before five, he passing down baskets, she catching them below, each basket weighed at
the roadside. The fruit was sweated two days, then peeled, strung on rope, and dried
in their own yard. The rules had not changed, he said. The elders still set the days

for turning the cakes and packing the jars.
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This is my eighth year in the city. Supermarkets here sell persimmon cakes in
climate—controlled cases, perfectly shaped, politely sweet. The batch in my box is
different. The cakes are uneven, some still showing ridges left by the peeling knife,
their white frost thick enough to stick to a fingertip. I bit into one. The frost
came cool first, then the soft center slowly ran out, a sweetness that carried the
season in it, the cold breath on the ladder at dawn on Frost Descent, the hands that

turned the cakes day after day in the drying yard.

I planted the leafy branch in an empty pot on the balcony, watered it nothing,
hoping for nothing, just letting it stand. A coworker asked what it was. I said it
was from the persimmon tree in our village, the one the whole village looked up at on
Frost Descent. He did not understand, and I did not explain more. When a person
leaves home, he needs some solid thing to recognize the seasons by. A box of
persimmon cakes and a dry branch are how I spend Frost Descent in the city. When I

cannot go back, home comes with the fruit, frost layer by frost layer, into my mouth.
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