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Nobody Would Erase the Words on the Blackboard

The words on the blackboard were there when I arrived in the morning: Happy
Children’s Day, and on a separate line after it, Happy Graduation. Whoever wrote them
traced the graduation words over three times, and a small pile of chalk dust
collected in the tray. I stood at the podium looking for a while, my hand itching to
erase, and pulled it back halfway. This was our last Children’s Day in elementary

school. Everyone knew it; nobody said it out loud.

The party began in the second period. Desks and chairs formed a circle with the

stage left open in the middle. The back blackboard was framed with streamers, and
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balloons were taped to the window glass with clear tape; in the breeze they knocked
softly on the glass, thump thump. The class host announced the first act, a quartet.
The piano was an electronic keyboard borrowed from the music teacher, and when they
plugged it in the plug came loose, drawing roars of laughter from the audience; the
boy playing did not bat an eye, pressed the plug back in, and kept playing. My part
in the skit was falling down. The prop watermelon was paper—mache; when I fell, my
knee hit the floor and hurt a little, but the audience laughed the loudest at that

moment, so when I got up to bow, the pain turned into pride.

After the acts came the gift exchange. The classroom suddenly could not hold its
quiet: backpack zippers, the rustle of wrapping paper, and exclamations all mixed
together. My deskmate gave me a notebook; on the first page she wrote: you still owe
me three erasers, remember to pay up in middle school. What I gave her was the paper
stars I stayed up until eleven making last night, twelve of them in a washed glass
jar, each hiding a tiny slip of paper with something only the two of us could
understand. She unscrewed the jar and poured them out to count, stopped at the
seventh, closed her fist around it, and said nothing. The boys front and back traded
soccer cards, arguing red-faced over one card, and ended up arm in arm making up. The
shy girl in the back row handed everyone a candy, slipped me an extra one, and

winked.

Just before dismissal, our homeroom teacher walked in without a book in her hand.
She stood in the middle of the podium, looked around at all of us, and said this was
the last Children’ s Day she would spend with us; we were sixth graders about to
scatter, and she did not ask for great exam results, only three things: eat well,
keep friends brave enough to quarrel and to make up, and do not swallow your sadness.
On the third one her voice cracked for a moment; she turned around and drew a small
sun after Happy Graduation on the blackboard. We applauded, longer than any time
before, and someone sniffled while clapping, the sound unusually clear in the quiet

room.

The dismissal bell rang. Everyone shouldered backpacks and walked to the door,
then turned back at the doorway to look at the blackboard. The words glowed in the
setting sun, chalk-white shining on the dark green board. The class on duty paced
twice at the podium with the eraser, and finally put it back in the tray, saying:
tomorrow we’ 11 talk. Nobody argued. The words stayed on the blackboard all day, like

the sentence none of us was willing to say first.
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The Class Photo in the Gift Bag

The day the graduation ceremony ended, I was clearing out my desk when I pulled a
photo from a hidden pocket of my pencil case. The photo was taken on our last
Children’s Day in sixth grade: the whole class crammed together in front of the
blackboard, the class monitor holding a selfie stick, the shot shaky, every face
blurred, only half a head poking in from the back row perfectly clear — it was Zhao
Yifan, who had transferred away. I put the photo back at the very bottom of the case.

This is the photo that almost never got given away that afternoon.
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By noon the classroom had changed its face. We organized the party ourselves:
streamers and fireworks drawn on the blackboard, balloons hanging from the light
tubes so low I could touch them with a stretch. The program was taped behind the
door, eleven acts, half of them added last minute in handwriting of wildly different
sizes. He Zhiyuan, the mischief-maker of the class, signed up for a solo stand-up. He
walked to the center and opened: Today they let us celebrate Children’s Day, and
tomorrow they’ 11 be chasing us for graduation photo money. The room went silent for
one second, then exploded. He got smoother as he went, joking that the cafeteria buns
have thicker skin than filling, and I slapped the desk laughing. When it came time
for the class song, the music monitor started the pitch too high, the girls could not
reach it from the first line, so everyone dropped half a key, and somehow it came out
perfectly even. On the chorus the front-row girls swayed their arms in an unspoken
line, like a field of wheat.

After the song came the gifts. The rule was a lottery swap. I drew Zhao Yifan’s
name — but he had transferred away two months ago, and his desk sat empty. The class
monitor placed my gift on that empty desk: a box of twelve new colored pencils. On
the note I wrote: the pencils are saved for you, and so is the photo. My gift, from
my deskmate, was a pencil pouch sewn from an old school uniform, its stitches
crooked. She apologized for her clumsy hands; I clipped it onto my backpack strap on
the spot. The loose threads still stuck out, but I thought it looked better than
anything in a stationery store. He Zhiyuan received a white T-shirt signed by the
whole class. He pulled it over his head right there, the signatures stretched out of

shape, and he paraded around the classroom showing it off anyway.

In the last period of the afternoon, our homeroom teacher came in. No lesson plan
in her hand, just a letter folded in half. She said we were the last class she would
ever teach — six years, from first—grade pinyin to sixth—grade debates. She read the
letter aloud, and when she reached the line you are the noisiest class I ever taught,
and the one I am least willing to let go of, she stopped. She turned away and
adjusted her glasses. Not a sound in the room; through the window we could hear
another class rehearsing. She pulled herself together, turned back, unfolded the
letter and held it up, and shouted: Happy Graduation. We shouted it back in unison.

That was probably the loudest I ever shouted in elementary school.

The photo has lain in my pencil case for two months, its corners worn soft. That
afternoon, none of us imagined that one party, one box of pencils, and one unfinished

letter could last this many years in the memory.
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One Last Children’ s Day from the Podium

The night before, I was writing in the office until nine thirty. The message for
Class 6-2 took me three drafts. The first read too much like a speech — crossed out.
The second listed six years of events, starting from the day they smuggled a
caterpillar into a pencil box, and turned into a running account — crossed out again.
The third was one page, opening with: you are the noisiest class I ever taught. After
that line I stopped for a long time, put down the pen, went to the water room for

half a cup of hot water, came back, and wrote: and the one I am least willing to let
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go of. When I finished, I folded the letter, slipped it into my lesson plan, then

took it out again and moved it to my coat’s inner pocket.

On Children’s Day I reached the classroom at 7:50. The program was taped behind
the door in handwriting of wildly different sizes, and I recognized at a glance which
lines He Zhiyuan had added. The blackboard wore painted streamers and fireworks; the
girl who drew the fireworks could not draw a round circle last year. The balloons
hung low; I touched one, did not straighten it, and let it be. I sat at the back row
against the wall. From there the whole room looked like a pot of water coming to a
boil. The electronic keyboard s plug came loose during the quartet, the boy playing
pressed it back in and kept going, the audience roared, and I laughed in the back row
holding an unopened thermos. When He Zhiyuan's stand-up reached the joke about
cafeteria buns with thicker skin than filling, the class banged the desks, and I
admitted the line landed better than anything I could say. The class song started too
high and everyone dropped half a key; on the chorus the front-row girls swayed their
arms. I counted: forty—-two students, not one missing, including the boy hospitalized
last week — his mother had written in the group chat that he was returning today, and

I checked the direction of his seat twice before I relaxed.

During the gift exchange I stood by the door watching. The child who drew the
transferred boy s name placed a box of pencils on the empty desk, the note crooked:
pencils saved for you. I turned my head toward the window. Two deskmates traded a
pencil pouch with crooked stitches — one apologizing for her hands, the other
clipping it to her backpack on the spot. He Zhiyuan pulled on the white T-shirt
signed by the whole class, signatures stretched out of shape, arms wide as he paraded

past me, shouting Teacher, look. I said I saw it, my voice calmer than I expected.

In the last period I walked in, that folded letter against my chest through the
coat pocket, almost hot. I had prepared a whole set of speeches: cherish time, choose
schools carefully, visit the old school often. Standing at the podium facing forty-—
two faces, I could not recall a single line, so I took out my own draft and read it.
At the noisiest class line the room laughed; at the least willing to let go line my
voice betrayed me. I turned around and drew a small sun on the blackboard, lighter
than the sentence in the letter. When the applause rose, 1 adjusted my glasses and

was grateful to be facing away.

After dismissal the room emptied, streamers still hanging, one balloon tapping
the window glass now and then. I stood before the blackboard for a while, gathered
the chalk dust into the tray, and did not erase the words: Happy Children’s Day,
Happy Graduation. I turned off the lights and locked the door, and in the corridor I
heard the next class still singing their class song, off-key with full confidence. I

slowed my steps and let them sing a while longer.
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