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The Promise Under the Winter Jasmine

Every evening, piano sound comes from my deskmate Zhou Yu' s house. For a long
time, that sound played a passage, stopped, started again, with wrong notes mixed in.
On the Monday after the midterm exams, Zhou Yu told me in the classroom that he
wanted to quit his piano lessons. He had studied for two years and still played worse

than a classmate who started last year.

That afternoon after school, the row of winter jasmine along the school wall was
blooming wildly, its yellow spilling down over the wall. The line from “Flowers of
Spring” came to my mind: every flower is worth waiting for. I stood under the flowers
and asked Zhou Yu whether the winter jasmine bloomed earlier than the magnolia. He
said no, the magnolia bloomed later but had bigger flowers. I said, look, the winter
jasmine does not seem to mind. Zhou Yu was quiet for a long moment, then held out his
little finger: let us make a promise, and each of us keeps going for one hundred

days.

I was practicing brush calligraphy, and I too had been stuck long enough to want
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to give up. We hooked little fingers under the winter jasmine: he would play piano, 1
would write characters, and on the hundredth day we would show each other the
results. After that, the pauses in his evening piano grew fewer, and the wrong notes
grew fewer. Once he almost broke the promise. In December he got fed up with playing
and sent me a message saying he was done. I wrote back: look again at that row of
winter jasmine by the wall; in December you cannot see a single bud on it. The next
day he sat back down on the piano bench. I wrote four big characters every day and

posted them on the wall at home, steadier each week.

On the hundredth day, Zhou Yu played the folk song Jasmine Flower for me at his
house, from beginning to end, without a single stop. When he finished, he let out a
long breath and said he had not thought he could play it through. I spread out all
the characters from the hundred days. The first day s characters leaned crooked; the
last day’ s strokes sat deep in the paper. We looked at that wall of characters and

laughed, and neither of us said the word quit.

"Flowers of Spring” says that flowers do not compare with each other; each one
opens on its own, and together their seasons join into one whole spring. My plan is
to keep writing until I finish elementary school, and Zhou Yu says he will keep
playing too. We do not need to race to see who blooms first. The winter jasmine by
the school wall blooms every year, and our promise has no deadline. When one hundred

days pass, there is always another hundred days.
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