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The Day I Ran the Game Stand

Fang Xiaohe was picked as a volunteer for the garden games, in charge of the ring
toss stand. She learned it on the way home from school last Friday, when her homeroom
teacher patted her shoulder and said she was trusted. She froze on the spot, her
backpack strap wrinkled in her grip, and the whole walk home she practiced how to
hand out the ring: hold it with both hands, offer it, say here you are. To live up to
that trust, she stayed late after school the day before, helping hang streamers and
move desks in the classroom, tracing the chalk line Happy June First on the
blackboard again and again until the strokes were black and bright enough to satisfy
her. She held the ladder while a boy hung the streamers, and the highest string of
balloons went up a little crooked; she craned her neck looking at it for a long time

and filed it away in her heart.

At nine on Children’s Day morning she took her place behind the table in the
corridor. More than a dozen bottles filled with colored water stood on the ground in

three rows, and when the sun came over, red here and blue there, they glittered so
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bright it hurt the eyes. Her job was handing out rings, collecting them, and giving
tickets to anyone who scored. The kids in line were half a head taller than her, so
she had to rise on her toes to pass the ring. When someone scored on the first throw,
she shouted yes, louder than anyone; when someone flung all three rings away and
squatted on the ground refusing to get up, she ran over, picked the rings up, and
said try again, I’ 1l count for you. A first grader could not reach the throwing line,
so she carried over a little stool for him to stand on. His ring landed crooked but
true on the head of the blue bottle, the whole corridor cheered, and the little boy
jumped higher than she did. She jumped too, and their knees knocked without either
feeling the pain. Only that bottle she kept meaning to fix: it stood a little
crooked, and when nobody was looking she nudged it straight, then guiltily glanced

around.

All morning she handed out more than a hundred rings, her voice went hoarse from
shouting, she never got a drink of water, and she never played a single round
herself. The marble—picking stand next door drifted over the smell of colored paper,
and the whistle at the ball-bouncing station went tweet tweet, and she heard it all,
and her feet itched too, but the table could not be left. At noon the games ended,
and before the prize table packed up she helped the kids behind it stamp cards until
her wrist ached. Her deskmate nudged her with an elbow: go pick something for
yourself too. Holding the two tickets handed to her at midday as her due, she chose a
bookmark between a pencil case and a bookmark — a leaf-shaped one with a real sprig

of osmanthus pressed inside.

On the way home she pinned the bookmark to her backpack strap, and in the wind it
nodded gently. That crooked string of balloons in the corridor had blown even
crookeder by then, but Fang Xiaohe thought it was the nicest—looking string in the
whole school. She told the bookmark that next year she would run the stand again -

only this time she would save two rings for herself in advance.
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