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The Late Azaleas Bloomed the Most Furiously of All

In mid-April our school took a spring field trip to a low hill outside the city.
By the time we climbed halfway I had lost all spirit: the peach blossoms were long
past, leaving only pink-white petals on the ground, and the azaleas the teacher had
promised were nowhere to be seen, every branch full of green buds. Classmates
complained all the way that the trip was wasted, and I sulked too, feeling spring had
nothing to do with me, that every beautiful flower had finished opening before I

arrived.

On the way down, our biology teacher pointed at those green buds and said azaleas
open half a month later, and the latest flowers on a mountain usually bloom the
longest. I did not take it to heart then. Passing the foot of the hill after school
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in early May, I suddenly saw the whole south slope burning red through the bus
window: the azaleas had all opened, cluster pushing against cluster, fiercer than
peach blossoms and far longer—lasting, the red holding for two full weeks. The
disappointment of the field trip, it turned out, had been saved up and repaid to me

by a grander spring.

That evening I lay on my desk thinking for a long time, and what I thought of was
my composition. At the start of the term our class chose its reading star; my
deskmate had won a district writing prize in third grade, her essays were often read
aloud in class, while my exercise book carried the same four comment words year after
year: clear central idea. I had tried hurrying. Hearing that practice matters, 1
forced out four essays in one week and handed them to our Chinese teacher; she marked
them all hollow, written more frantically with each try. For a while my scalp went
numb at the sight of an essay topic, convinced some people are born to write and I

was born unable.

But the azaleas made me re-read the word slow. Peach blossoms open early and fall
early; azaleas hold back for half a month, then fill the whole early summer in one
go. My deskmate writes well because dozens of books a year since third grade bought
that; I only saw her bloom, never the years of growing before it. And my four rushed
essays were hollow precisely because I wanted to burst into flower in one step and

refused to honestly grow leaves.

After that I changed methods. No more cram—writing; instead twenty minutes of
outside reading before sleep every day, two observation diary entries a week, writing
only what I truly saw, never piling up pretty phrases. For the first two months my
essays showed no improvement, scores unchanged. The turn came in April: our Chinese
teacher read aloud in class a paragraph from my weekly journal about the old fish—
seller at the market, saying this is what real life looks like. In the final exam my
essay lost very few points for the first time, with four comment words: a voice of

your own.

Here are my plans. One, never break the twenty—minute daily reading; treat it as
breathing, not a task. Two, keep the weekly observation diaries through the last year
of junior high; the notebooks saved up will be my confidence later. Three, next time
I envy someone for blooming early, think of that south slope burning red for two
whole weeks. Flowers open in turn; I will grow my leaves first, and the bloom will

come in time.
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