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The 01d House Pomelo Tree Bore Fruit Again

Father said on the phone that the pomelo tree in the courtyard bore fruit again,
heavy fruit, bending the branches down toward the ground. He said it in an ordinary
tone, like reporting an old piece of news running late. But I stood holding the phone
at the window of an office tower, traffic flowing below, and my nostrils were full of

that clean bitter fragrance.

The tree is older than my memory. Its trunk is thick, its bark cracked into
patches like an old man’ s knuckles. In summer it spread a great shade over the yard.
Mother set the bamboo bed under it, and I slept in the shade while sunlight sifted
through the leaf gaps and landed on my face, broken into copper—coin pieces. Pomelos
ripen at late autumn: green—gold fruit hung on every branch, and when wind passed,

the whole tree swayed gently, as if it had gathered a season’ s worth of thoughts to
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say. The days of resting under the tree ended; the pomelos formally handed autumn

over to human hands.

Picking pomelos requires a ladder. Father leaned the bamboo ladder against the
trunk and climbed until his head rose half a head above the canopy. One hand on a
branch, the other twisting the fruit, a turn of the wrist, and the pomelo dropped
into the cloth bag spread open below. I held the corner of the bag at the foot of the
tree, watching him shift along the ladder, his shadow stretched on the ground, far
longer than the man. He picked slowly, lifting each fruit to inspect it: crooked ones
and insect—nicked ones kept for the family, well-shaped ones saved for gifts. One
year he slipped and dropped one. The pomelo struck the grass and rolled far off, and

the whole family chased after it like chasing an escaped moon.

Sharing the pomelo happened after dinner. The largest one sat in the center of
the table. Father scored a cross on its top with the knife, and four hands peeled the
rind downward together. A white mist rose, and the whole room filled with that
fragrance, bitter and clean at once. The pith must be stripped; Mother did it
meticulously, segment by segment, stacking them on a plate. Pomelo is faintly sour
with a touch of bitterness. Children’ s tongues are fussy and often find it less
sweet than tangerines. But the family sat around the table eating segment after
segment, no one speaking, only the sound of peeling. I did not understand then. 1

understand now: that silence was the sound of good days.

The pomelos I buy in the city have thin rinds and sweet flesh, yet somehow taste
of nothing. After this year’ s Frost Descent, I imitated Father, scored a cross on
top, pulled the rind open in four sections, and in the instant the white mist rose, 1
suddenly stood still. So some flavors are compass needles: touch them and you are
back in the courtyard of old years. I called Father back and said: next year when the

pomelos redden, I am coming home. I will hold the ladder.
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The Pomelo Peel Mother Preserved

In southern households, autumn pomelos never leave empty—handed. Once the flesh
is eaten, the rind certainly does not go into the trash. Mother would stack the four
big sections of peel and press them under the 1id of the jar behind the door, saying
they still had use. As a child I strongly disapproved: what is good about peel? Other

people’ s peel is garbage; ours is material in waiting.

The whole family turned out on picking day. The tree was not tall. Father lifted
me and I straddled his shoulders, arms wrapped around the fruit, twisting. Pomelos
are heavy, so a picked one passed down by relay: from the branches to the roof, then
into Mother’ s hands at the foot of the wall. She caught it and gathered it to her
chest, like receiving a newborn. That year the crop was unusually heavy. The jar
overflowed with rinds, so Mother threaded more onto string and hung them under the
eaves, strand after strand of golden yellow. A neighbor passing by said: your family

is drying lanterns.

Preserving pomelo peel is a craft, and Mother treated it with ceremony. The rind
must soak first, water changed daily, a full three days to drive out the bitterness;
then it is sliced into fine shreds, blanched, squeezed dry, tossed with white sugar
and malt sugar, and simmered in the wok over low heat. No one may walk away while it
cooks. When the syrup raises tiny bubbles, it must be stirred; stir too slowly and
the bottom scorches. I fed firewood at the mouth of the stove while Mother stirred at
the wok. The sweetness of sugar mixed with the clean bitterness of pomelo peel spread
out of the pot, and the whole kitchen turned sweet. Done, it went into jars, turned

upside down to cool, the ring of sugar candied around the mouth like a drawn border.
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At first I disdained it. Classmates ate tangerine candy; my family ate pomelo
peel, chewy in the teeth, with a thread of bitterness always hiding inside the
sweetness. Mother did not argue. She simply ate it herself, letting a piece dissolve
over morning porridge. The turn came the year I left home. In a foreign city one
winter I caught a cold, my throat raw, and rummaging through my bag I found the jar
Mother had tucked into the bottom of my suitcase. I let a piece sit in my mouth. That
familiar clean bitterness rose, and after the bitterness came the sweetness, and my
tears fell for no reason at all. So the flavor I had disdained for twenty years had

been preserved in advance by Mother, carried along at my side the whole way.

Now I too am learning to preserve. On the third day of soaking, I pinch up a
shred and taste it: when the bitterness fades, it is sugar’ s turn to enter. Only now
do I dare admit it: Mother’ s whole life followed the pomelo—peel recipe. Bitterness
is meant to be removed; what cannot be removed is slowly simmered with sugar. Last
year when I went home, no pomelo peel hung under the eaves, and the jar stood empty.
I placed a jar of my own preserving into her hands. She tasted a piece, nodded, and
said the simmering was good. She does not know that as I stirred the pot, what I

stirred was memory.
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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
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
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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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