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The Girl in the Back Row Who Keeps a Flower Diary

Wednesday, March 19, cloudy. I wrote in my diary today: my deskmate wrote about
flowers in her notebook again. Lin Xiaotang sits in the back row by the window.
Before morning reading she writes a few lines in tiny characters in a dark blue
notebook. I thought she was memorizing words, until yesterday she lent me half an
eraser and I saw the other page. It said: March 14, flower bed by the track, four
opened, two buds fell.

At the break today I borrowed the notebook. The first pages were sparse. Early
March had only a few lines, noting that sprouts came out of the soil, purple-red
sprouts. Turning further, the writing suddenly grew dense. On March 14 she filled
most of a page, the characters bigger than usual, with an exclamation mark at the
end. She read it to me: four opened today, yellow ones, four days earlier than I

expected. She said she stood by the flower bed in a daze for a long time that day and
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did not move even when the bell rang. She had named every flower that had ever opened
there. The biggest one was called the King, the crooked one was called Bend. During
morning reading she recited the names to her partner, and the two of them crouched by
the flower bed solemnly checking the flowers against the notebook, earning a stare

from the duty student who thought they were fighting.

She turned to a page from last March and showed me one line: flowers opened,
earlier than this year. She said the flowers do not remember who watched them, but
they remember the time every year. It is we who do not remember. Pointing at last
year’ s line she said, look, at this time last year a group of people also stood by
this flower bed, and this year a different group stands here, and nobody knows who
saw the flowers here last year. She said it in a flat voice, like something she had
figured out long ago. Something moved inside me, and I hurried back to my seat and

wrote her sentence down in my diary.

I keep a diary too, full of homework, exams, and who argued with whom. Not one
line about flowers. So the same spring was counted day by day in her notebook, and in
mine it flashed by and was gone. On the last page, under today s date, the lines were
still empty. She said she would go look after school, count how many opened today,

and add it when she came back.

At dismissal she wrote the new date in her notebook while I stood beside her. She
looked up and asked if I would still want to see the flowers next year. I said yes.
She said the notebook would be passed on, and she had not decided to whom. I wrote in
my diary: she keeps the days for the flowers, and I will keep this about her.
Outside, the last daylight faded on the lamp post by the flower bed, and the fresh

line in her notebook had not dried yet.
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