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The Magician Who Fooled Everyone but Not the Mirror

November twentieth, Friday, cloudy.

Tonight I finished my homework early, and my father kept me company watching a
film. In the film there is a genius magician whose shows grow more and more
sensational, the audience goes wild for him, and his rivals fear him. But halfway
through there is a shot that still troubles me. After a performance, the magician
returns alone to the dressing room, sits before the mirror, and slowly wipes off his
makeup. Wiping, he stops, stares at himself in the mirror, and suddenly says: they
have all been fooled by me, only you have not. He admits that every one of his
successes came from buying people off in advance and swapping things in secret, and
he knows better than anyone that not a single second of that applause was real. The

man in the mirror neither applauds nor comforts him. He only looks at him.
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I squirmed in my seat with sweaty palms, because I know that feeling of not
daring to look into a mirror. This month I scored seventy—eight on the physics test,
and the whole class praised my progress. But I alone know how that seventy—eight was
made. In the week before the test I sat at my desk with the book open and my phone
face—down under its pages, flipping the screen every twenty minutes. I copied three
pages into my mistake notebook without letting the words pass through my brain, as if
making an exhibit for the teacher. My mother tells everyone that I have become
sensible and hardworking. I listen with a hot face, and at night in the dark I know
exactly how much water is inside that seventy—eight. I am that magician. I fooled my
mother, my classmates, and the score itself, and the only one I cannot face is the

real me sitting at my desk.

At the end the magician does something nobody understands. He gives one last
show, and on stage he exposes every trick, how he bought people off, how he swapped
things, one by one in front of the lights, then bows and walks off. He is banned from
the profession, but when the makeup-removing shot appears again, he finally looks

straight into the mirror.

I thought for a long time before closing this diary. My plan is not a performance
for anyone; it stays on this page. From tomorrow, studying answers only one question:
did today me fool today me. I will redo the physics mistakes, not copy them, close
the book and write them from memory, and whatever I cannot write is what I do not
know, and what I do not know I will ask about in the teachers office the next day. On

the next test, even if I score only sixty, I want that sixty to be real.

The man in the mirror will not applaud. But I want to try, so that next time he

looks at me, his eyes can be a little steadier.
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The Whale That Refused to Look Back

November twenty—seventh, Friday, sunny.

Tonight I watched a film made from a documentary, about a whale that was rescued
and returned to the sea. When it was young it was tangled in a fishing net and kept
in a pool while its wounds healed, and a young trainer stayed by it every day,
brushing the barnacles off its skin. After the whale recovered, a ship carried it to
a far strait and set it free. Before swimming into the open ocean it made one circle
beside the boat, then swayed away without looking back once, moving fast, its tail
beating the water like a door closing. The young trainer cried on the deck. Others
comforted him, and he said the whale does not look back because it is afraid that one

look would make it unwilling to leave.

When that line came, my pen stopped on this diary page for a long time, because I
remembered Lin Xiaoman. At the class split in the first year of middle school she was
moved away from Class One, and before she left we had a loud quarrel over something
so small I can barely say it now, something about whose name was written one more
time on the duty roster. We are both stubborn, and neither would bow first. On the
day she left I stared at the window from my seat, thinking, if she comes to
apologize, I will forgive her. She did not come. Across the whole term I met her
three times in the cafeteria, and three times I turned my face to the other side, and
the voice inside said the same sentence every time: why should she be the one to

reach out first.

Watching the whale circle the boat, I suddenly understood: that circle is its way
of saying goodbye, and it does not look back not from coldness but from fear that it

would miss everything too much. Yet I never even made that one circle. I treated
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turning my face away as backbone, when it was really cowardice. What I feared was
that if I turned back and she did not forgive me. Before leaving, Lin Xiaoman gave me
a pen, with a little whale she cut out stuck on the cap. That pen is still in my

pencil case, and I never had the heart to use it.

My plan is written on the page of today: on Saturday we have arranged to study at
the bookstore. I plan to bring that pen, and when I borrow her notes I will lay the
pen on top of her notebook. Nothing needs to be said; she can read the little whale.
If she can read it, this matter turns a new page. If she cannot, then I have still

completed my circle, and I lose nothing.

In the last scene the whale sings in the deep sea, its voice crossing the whole
strait. My final line reads: looking back is no shame; the shame is treating a turned

face as backbone, and keeping it turned for a whole term.
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She Fell at the Thirtieth Kilometer

December fourth, Friday, light rain.

Tonight I watched this film with my fists clenched the whole way. It tells of a
girl who runs marathons, the first girl in her small county town to train for long
distance running. On race day she was in fine shape, holding on in the second group,
but at the thirtieth kilometer the loose stones on a downhill slope threw her down.
Her knee split open, and blood spread through the leg of her trousers. The camera
stayed on her for a long time. She sat on the ground gasping while runner after
runner passed her. 1 thought she would quit. She pressed her fingers into the grass
to push herself up, stood, and kept running, limping. She finished last, more than
forty minutes behind the champion, yet when she crossed the line the whole stadium

rose, and the applause lasted longer than the one given to the winner.

One line in the film I copied into this diary, said by her coach: a race does not
ask whether you won, it asks whether you dare to stand on the starting line. Hearing
it, my face felt as if rain had poured over it, because in my two years of middle

school, the starting line has never held me.

At the sports meeting last term the PE teacher asked whether I would enter the
fifteen hundred meters, and I said my stomach hurt. My stomach did not hurt. The week
before I had run eight hundred meters in PE class and came third. For the class
speech sign—up I hesitated three days and finally told the class officer I could not,
that my mouth is clumsy. The math contest was the same. I love solving problems, yet
the day before the form was due I pulled it out of my desk. Two stomachaches, one 1
cannot, one pull from the desk. In two years the excuses I built for myself grew more
and more presentable, but deep down I knew clearly that what I feared was never
losing to others. What I feared was standing on the starting line and letting

everyone see that I might not be good enough.

After the girl in the film fell, the camera gave her one close-up. Her face was
not showing pain but something I could not read. Now I understand. It was that she no
longer had to be afraid, because the worst had already happened, and every step left
was earned for free. Those forty—-some minutes she limped to the end were the freest

minutes of her life.

My plan is written on the page of today: next week the class will choose someone
for the recitation contest, and I will not hide. I will sign up. I will most likely

win no prize, and my voice may shake, but a person who fell at the thirtieth
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kilometer can finish a marathon, so I can surely finish one poem. Even if I ruin it,

that starting line will be mine, and I stood on it myself.

Outside the window the rain keeps falling. My last line reads: losing is no

shame; what is a pity is never having stood on the starting line at all.
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