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My Daughter Stood on Tiptoe Under the Pomelo Tree

I planted the pomelo tree in our city yard seven years ago. Our daughter had just
started primary school then and kept asking me what autumn tasted like. I could not
answer. Autumn in the city offers only osmanthus fragrance, a sweetness too polite. 1
wanted her to know a flavor that is bitter and clean, sweet only after the bitterness
passes. So I dug the hole, set the sapling, watered it, as if burying a southern

autumn in northern soil.

Pomelo trees grow slowly in the north. For the first five years they flowered but
bore nothing. The sixth year produced three fruits, and the winter cold snap knocked
two off. In the seventh autumn, seven pomelos hung on the branches, green shading
into gold, each one heavy with intent. After school our daughter counted them every
day, seven again becoming seven, and she was not satisfied: why not more? I said the

tree is still young. First it must learn to live; then it learns to bear fruit.

On picking day, our daughter stood on tiptoe reaching for the lowest fruit and

could not reach it, turning back to call me. I lifted her up. She wrapped both arms
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around the pomelo and twisted, her face red, shouting: Daddy, it will not behave. At
last the fruit came off the branch and fell into her arms. She would not let go. She
carried it a dozen steps before remembering the basket. In that instant I was dazed:
thirty years ago, I too held a pomelo like that, under the tree in the old hometown,
my father’ s hands steady as a wall behind my back. Now it is my turn to be the wall.

We shared the fruit at dusk. Seven pomelos on the table. I imitated my father,
scoring a cross on top; our daughter imitated me, peeling the rind back. When the
white mist rose, she leaned in to smell it and said it smells like leaves and sugar
put together. I said yes: a pomelo’ s fragrance is the tree’ s year of gathered
speech. One segment each, pith stripped. Hers was sour. She screwed up her face,
chased it with water, then reached for a second segment, saying: I will give it
another chance. Her mother laughed beside us and said that sounds like her
grandmother. Thirty years ago, my own mother did exactly this: gave the least sweet
segments to the whole family, kept the sourest for herself, and said: give it another

chance.

At night our daughter wrote in her composition: our pomelo tree bore fruit this
year, and next year it will bear more. I copied that sentence into my diary. A tree
takes seven years to learn to fruit; a person takes thirty years to understand one
pomelo. Autumn comes every year, unhurried. It knows that someday a child will rise
on tiptoe under the tree, accept the faintly sour, faintly bitter segment handed down

from the generation before, and then look up and smile.
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