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Half a Letter to Chen Yu

Chen Yu, I will send this letter to you when it is only half written, because I

want to keep the other half for next year.
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Let me begin with that evening in November last year. I failed the first round of

the physics contest, sat on the steps, and thought, I will not sign up next year.

You did not console me and did not preach. You only turned a slip of paper over
and wrote one line of dates on the back: one hundred days starting that day, one
contest problem a day plus one function problem from my weak subject, and whoever

breaks a day buys popsicles for the whole class.
You said, if you want to quit, fine, but say it again after one hundred days.

In those hundred days your supervision was as exact as an alarm clock. I broke it
twice, once on cleaning duty and once with a fever; you penciled both into the corner

of the note and never erased them.

On day thirty-seven I got fed up, slammed the problems on the desk, and said you
were staking friendship on a bet. You thought a long time and said, not a bet; I

believe in you, and first I write that belief into days.

On day ninety—-one you suddenly told me that functions had fully opened up for

you, one hundred seventeen on the monthly math test, fifth in the class.

I froze. Only then did I notice that the function problem you did every day was
your own contest. With your mouth you paced my contest; with your hands you were

mending your hardest subject.

When the hundred days ended I signed for the second round and won a provincial

third prize. Your rank moved from outside the top thirty into the top ten.

On the awarding day you said only one line: see, neither of us bought anyone

popsicles.
Chen Yu, there are three things I want to reflect on.

The first: I used to understand encouragement as comfort; you made it into a
schedule. One sentence of I believe in you only counts when it is broken into one

problem a day for a hundred days.

The second: I always thought those hundred days were you helping me, until day
ninety-one I understood that mutual progress is not one person pulling another, but
two people climbing their own slopes, occasionally turning back to call out. Your

slope was steeper than mine.

The third is what I owe you. The two days you broke, I kept penciled and never
erased; every time I broke, you made up the problems for me. Debts owed in friendship

must be repaid with the same seriousness.

So this letter stays half written. The other half is left for the hundred days of
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next year, for your math contest, for the days when neither of us buys the other

popsicles.

If next year this half gets finished too, I will staple it to this half, and

staple them where we can both reach.

Your deskmate, Lu Xiaohang.
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