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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
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.
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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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