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The Last Ten Minutes: I Told Them About That Patch of

Ice

When the class meeting reached its last item, our homeroom teacher said: these
ten minutes of safety reminders are for the safety monitor. I walked up to the
platform holding a script I had written. The script listed six rules: do not step on
ice, do not throw packed snowballs, hold the railing on stairs, walk like a penguin,
stay away from icicles under eaves, ride bicycles slowly on snowy days. I had written
every line the night before, and every line was right. But the moment I opened my

mouth, I put the script down.

I said: I will not read these out. Let me tell you about a patch of ice. Last
December, the concrete ground on the east side of our teaching building had been
washed clean with water the day before; it froze overnight, and the next morning it

was one invisible sheet of ice. I walked over carrying a cup of water, my foot
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slipped, I fell backward, and my wrist hit the ground first. My wrist was in a splint
for three weeks afterward. I could not write properly; my homework was full of
crooked characters. I said: when I fell, only Zhou Xiaohe in the front row heard it
— one thud. That is how ice bullies people: it makes no sound, and it does not let

you see 1it.

The classroom was very quiet. I went on: on snowy days the scariest thing is not
snow but the things that melt and then freeze again. The ring of water along the
stairs sparkles in daylight and becomes a slide at night. Icicles under the eaves
look fun, but when one decides to fall, it will not say hello first. As I said this,
I glanced up. Dong Xiaochuan in the back row was nodding hard — he must have been

bullied by ice last year too.

Then I taught the whole class the penguin walk: whole sole flat on the ground,
toes turned out, shuffling along one small step at a time. More than twenty people
did the penguin walk in place beside their desks for ten—odd seconds. The classroom
was full of laughter, but I reckon no one will forget those seconds ever. Our

homeroom teacher took two steps too, and she looked the most like a penguin.

Before the bell, the teacher added one sentence: the quiz answers from today and
the photos on the back wall show the fun side of snow; these last ten minutes are
about the side of snow that bites. Fun plus biting together make a complete winter.
Be glad when you see snow, be careful when you see ice — that one line works better

than all six on my script.

Leaving school that afternoon, the road by the gate was covered with thin ice. I
walked at the head of the line, step by steady penguin step. Behind me I heard Wang
Guoguo say: look, look, our safety monitor walks the most textbook penguin walk of
all. T did not turn around; I kept walking, one firm step after another. That patch
of ice cost me three weeks of crooked handwriting, but today it bought the whole

class a penguin walk they will keep.
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