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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.

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
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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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