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Before Graduation, I Screened Them One Last Film

In the last Chinese class of June, I told the graduating class: no review today,
a film instead. The room burst into cheers. I chose a film about transfers, about a
girl who said goodbye once every term, and at last learned to wave at an empty
classroom. I did not choose it for tears but for the thing I had long wanted to say

and could not: in twenty—some days, you will all be students of someone else.

During the screening I sat at the edge of the platform, watching them more than
the film. Six years had made every face familiar, and I wanted to look at each one a
few more times. At the scene where the girl carved the name of her deskmate inside
the desk, Liu Xiao by the window looked down at his own desk and felt inside it for
something, saying nothing. At the final scene, when the girl waved at the empty
classroom, the whole class sat silent, and from the back rows I heard someone whisper
goodbye, aimed at the screen or at each other, I could not tell. I did not turn

around, afraid my voice would break.

When the lights came on, I said no essay today; talk if you wish. After a while
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Wang Zihang stood and bowed to Zhang Yinuo across the aisle, saying he had torn up
her drawing in third grade and never apologized. She froze, then said she had long
forgotten, then added that she actually remembered, but was not angry anymore.
Applause filled the room. The monitor proposed that each student say one thing unsaid
across these six years. Some said sorry, some said thank you for that half eraser,
some could find nothing and only said they would miss this place. By the end, every

voice was unsteady.

The bell rang and no one left at once. I was wiping the blackboard; behind me
came rustling sounds. Turning, I saw Liu Xiao tucking a folded note into his desk,
blushing when he spotted me, saying it was for whoever sat there next. The ending of
the film came back to me, the girl waving at the empty classroom. For a teacher, the
last lesson is perhaps farewell itself: teaching them to say goodbye well, then
standing at the door, watching them go. In those twenty—-some days I gave them no more
warnings; I simply made every class an ordinary one. The film ended; they head

farther out. The light from the screen stays in the classroom, and that is enough.
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