ZLA T A S SR T fil FE AR R

THEGR AR BB 3 B R R, i, RMWEFERE T EEmE ok m
fi, FAE)—HEMBAAI R, 36 KB AR LD BG4 715 FoE, WAUEEIE, A MisAr A=
BMVLZSRATIE H AL, AL T PR T, FRE—F, WHET, Wl Rs. Sid)E
R TSR L, R AR R . B B ANE FALS AR

THIRA A, IBAGRERAE SR 34T KBAH & 58— B, Uik A2 e JL
THT ik, AREENAERE, B 7 /W, BTSN F Rk, ek
THAT R, i BT T RRTIRR I R W g . RARBE TR 4%, FHRE P
AR, BIREAE T, BIAERAIEL, R MR b, R R EER, B ORI
=M%, B BT, grHE L ERERE R, RHA T N, B

VRGN LR . B RN e Ar, IR T . LT AR R, R
B 2 MREL T, LN AR T — UHFe . WS, BRbhsei TR, Wk, 4
I O R Rk, ECERE R L, AR, B R BT
e, PEEATIAETI, BT MR, KT . BUK 4.

W ERAEF SR EHIT—aKAG 48, ERAVERNES: f=FRMACE BfE. 5 TIRA.
BERAER ST, BRACAHEAL, SERASRBTLGUNN TR T —F, S5EAE =45 130
HAHRET. BRGRERMET, BaS T 4 MR RSR, siilfEak. L=
I, AR, S5 ECFTIUEANAHR SR, SRAERLIFN S5, A=/,
—ARITE, BRE

RS REARXARITAT . FUH 7o HSEIMAEIR B, — HAERURER 1 2. LT
NFI 2 dd,  JEAGX Am . EEAZPAMEROER, SR B DB =MIE, B,

The Day I Folded My Red Scarf into a Drawer

The flag-raising was at seven thirty in the morning. The flagpole on the sports
field looked taller than last year — or rather, I had shrunk since last year. As the
national anthem started, I stood in the line of Grade 7 Class 1, watching the red
flag climb the rope while the wind snapped it open with sharp cracks. The formation
called for a gaze salute, no hand salute. My hand rose halfway on instinct, then I
swallowed it back down; my throat felt tight. A boy two rows behind stood ramrod
straight, chin lifted high, as if determined to make this gaze salute count for

something.

After the flag came the ceremony of leaving the Young Pioneers, held right there
on the field. The youth counselor finished a passage and asked every student to

remove their red scarf. Thousands of hands moved at once, the rustle of cloth as soft

www. vv99. net



as light rain. I untied the scarf from my collar; it was a little wrinkled in my
hands, with a speck of paint from the fifth—grade spring cleaning still on its left
corner. I meant to stuff it in my pocket, but my fingers found that paint speck and
stopped. Right there in the formation I squatted down, spread the scarf on my knee,
folded it bit by bit into a proper triangle, and placed it in my uniform s breast

pocket. A girl in front turned to look at me; my ears went hot, and I ignored her.

The call-and-response came after. The counselor led: Ready, for the cause of
communism! Thousands of voices collided in the air, and our class’ s voice pushed up
out of the crowd, more unified than any time in elementary school. For half a second
after we finished, the field went silent — just half a second — then footsteps,
coughs, and zipper sounds all started at once. On the way back to the teaching
building nobody spoke; the stairwell was quietly abnormal. Our homeroom teacher stood

at the classroom door and said one line: come in, you ve all grown up. That was all.

At night I spread a sheet of letter paper, the school’s assignment: write a
letter to yourself three years from now. I wrote for a long time. I wrote about the
high school I want to get into, about my math still being weak, about how my hand
trembled when I untied the scarf today, and about hoping the me of three years from
now won t forget today. I got stuck at the ending and finally wrote one line: if you
still remember today, write back to me. I folded the letter in thirds, sealed it in
an envelope, and addressed it: to be opened June 1, 2029. I opened the drawer and

laid the letter beside the folded scarf, a triangle and a rectangle, side by side.

Mom asked why I turned off the light so early tonight. I said I was sleepy.
Really I lay in bed thinking about that half second of silence. Thousands of people
going silent together for half a second — it turns out that is so loud. Childhood was
not taken away by anyone. I folded it into a triangle myself and put it in the

drawer.
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A Letter Mailed to Three Years Later

The letter went into the green mailbox by the teaching building door in the
afternoon. The iron 1lid clamped down with a click; inside lay a dozen letters
already, and my single thin page landed on top of everyone else’ s thick stacks, like
one leaf falling onto a pile of leaves. I stared at the mailbox slot for a few
seconds, then turned back to class. Wind in the corridor made the flag-guard s flag
corner flap and rattle. To understand why my page was so thin, we have to go back to

that morning.

At seven thirty the whole grade assembled on the field. The anthem under the
flagpole felt longer than usual - or maybe I stood so straight that it felt long.
When the flag reached the top and the wind spread its face open, we gave the gaze
salute. We were seventh graders now, no more saluting in red scarves, yet several
hands in the formation hovered in midair for a moment before dropping, mine among
them. The flagpole’ s shadow fell across the track lines, and staring at that shadow I
suddenly remembered the day I joined the Pioneers in first grade, on this same field:
an older member tied my red scarf too tight, and I walked the whole morning with my

neck stretched.

The leaving ceremony followed immediately. The counselor announced: please remove
your red scarves. Thousands of hands rose together. I found the knot at my collar — a
knot I had retied myself after PE in fourth grade, pulled too fast and jammed tight;

I picked at it twice before it came loose. The scarf came away from my neck still
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carrying my body heat. All around was the fine rustle of cloth, like silkworms
feeding on mulberry leaves. 1 folded the scarf once, then again, and tucked it into
my pocket, where the fabric lay against my chest and cooled down very slowly. The
counselor led the call-and-response, and thousands of voices crashed thunderously
against the flagpole. I could pick out the loudest shouters in our class; 0ld Zhou s
voice cracked, and he shouted through the crack. That half second of silence

afterward stayed with me for a long time.

Back in the classroom, letter paper was handed out. My deskmate Zheng Yinuo wrote
so fast her pen tip stabbed the page; I glimpsed that her letter was all questions:
Will you still grow taller? Are you still friends with Xiao Min? Did you pass math?
Have you become an adult? When she finished she stuffed it into the envelope and
wrote on the outside: you must write back. My sheet sat blank for twenty minutes, and
in the end I wrote one line: if you still remember today, write back to me. For a

signature I drew a crooked triangle, the shape of a folded red scarf.

Now the letter is in the mailbox, squeezed among a dozen others; the school is
supposed to keep them three years and return them in ninth grade. Sometimes I wonder
what face the person who opens this letter in three years will make reading that one
line. Will it tighten in the throat the way I feel now when I remember that half
second of silence on the field? Saying goodbye to childhood turns out not to need a
ceremony. Ceremonies are for the eyes. The real goodbye is the click of one page

dropping under an iron lid.
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The Flag Raiser’ s Rope

Lin Hao was picked as the flag raiser. The PE teacher told him verbally after
school the day before, one sentence: tomorrow you work the rope. He practiced all
evening, tying a clothesline to his doorframe, hauling it loose—tight, loose-tight
until his palm turned red. His grandmother sat nearby shelling vegetables and asked
whether pulling that rope paid money. He said it was raising the flag. She said oh,

then asked how many cents per raise. He did not answer and went back to practicing.

At seven thirty in the morning he stood beside the base of the flagpole, his
armband pinned to the left sleeve of his uniform, the pin digging into his shoulder.
When the anthem began, his right hand eased the rope loose—-tight, and the red flag
climbed the pole, reaching the top exactly as the anthem’s last note landed — a
number he had calculated through dozens of practice rounds the night before. The wind
came, the flag’ s face snapped open above his head, and the rope’ s vibration traveled
from his palm all the way numb to his elbow. He tilted his face up to the flag, and

in his peripheral vision thousands of students stood in squares, silent, upright.

The leaving ceremony began, and he stayed at his post by the flagpole, closest to
the crowd. When the counselor said please remove your red scarves, he heard that
rain—of-cloth sound: thousands of hands rising, thousands of scarves sliding out of
thousands of collars. The boy nearest to him finished, balled his scarf up and shoved
it into his pants pocket, then pulled it halfway back out, shook it open, and folded
it twice, clumsily. Lin Hao saw the boy s ears go red — the same color he had seen in
his own mirror that morning. The call-and-response started; he opened his mouth, his
voice dissolving into the wave of thousands, the flagpole humming along. In the half
second after the shouting ended, he suddenly felt the flagpole’ s shadow was longer

than usual.

On the way back to class, a female classmate borrowed his armband and wore it

around; it passed from arm to arm, everyone patting their left sleeve once, as if

www. vv99. net



touching a medal. In the afternoon came the letter. When the paper reached his hand,
Lin Hao wrote three lines: Today I raised the flag. Today I left the Pioneers. You of
three years from now, if you never become a flag raiser, don’t be sad. When he
finished, he unpinned the armband and sealed it in the envelope with the letter,
pressing the flap down three times. His deskmate asked why the armband went in too.

He said it was half of today.

He left last after school and detoured to stand by the flagpole for a while. The
base bore a patch of repaired cement, and the rope still hung from the pulley,
swaying lightly. He reached out, gripped the rope, let go, and it hissed down a
length. He remembered his grandmother’ s question about how many cents per raise and
laughed out loud. He did not know what one raise was worth. He only knew the red

marks on his palms would not fade for three days.
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