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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
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.
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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. [ 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, [ 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 1
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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