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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
say. The days of resting under the tree ended; the pomelos formally handed autumn

over to human hands.
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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. I

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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