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The Gift I Waited Until Night to Open

On the morning of Children’s Day, I spotted a square box on the corner of my desk
as soon as I walked into the classroom. Sky—-blue wrapping paper, a silver ribbon
wound around it, and a little card stuck on top: Happy Holiday. I picked it up and
shook it — very light. I tried to untie the ribbon, but my fingers wouldn t
cooperate, and the knot only tightened the more I worked at it. Just then the class
monitor called for morning reading, so I pressed the box into my desk cubby and

decided to open it after school.

The first class was math. I set the box on the corner of my desk, and every
character I wrote, my eyes drifted over on their own. The silver ribbon flickered in
the window light, and I kept guessing what was inside. A pencil case? Too light. A
toy? It made no sound when shaken. I even guessed it was a slip of paper with a wish
written on it. The teacher copied the multiplication table onto the blackboard, and I

copied along without absorbing a single line.
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At break I carried the box downstairs to show my deskmate. She held it to her
ear, shook it, and said it sounded like paper. I felt a little disappointed and a
little glad at once — paper means a book, and books are good. On the way back
upstairs I held the box in both hands like a bowl of water and didn’t dare run. It

pressed against my chest, and I felt my heart bumping along with it.

In the afternoon came our class party. I sat in the front row clapping, my mind
entirely on the box in my desk cubby. The moment the last act ended, I dashed back to
the classroom, stuffed the box into my schoolbag, and zipped it shut as if afraid it

might jump out on the way home.

Only after getting home, finishing homework, and eating dinner did I set the box
on my desk. Mom peeked in at the doorway and asked why I hadn’t opened it at school -
everyone else had. I said I saved it for the evening. She laughed: how precious, she
said. I untied the silver ribbon, tore open the sky—blue paper, and lifted the lid -
a water bottle, milky white, a little bear printed on its side, not heavy, not light,
just right. T turned it over, and on the bottom was a small label in Mom’ s

handwriting: Drink more water.

I stared at that label for a while. At noon I had guessed a pencil case, a toy, a
wish slip - never a water bottle, and never that the label would be in Mom’ s
handwriting. I poured a cup and drank it all. On the day the gift arrived, 1 spent
the whole day guessing what it was, and the guessing turned out more precious than
the gift itself. I flattened the wrapping paper and pressed it into a drawer, wound
up the silver ribbon into a small tin, thinking I could use it again next Children’s

Day.
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Seven Red Circles on the Treasure Map

That Children’s Day, the garden party was changed into a campus treasure hunt.
Each of us got a treasure map, the school drawn on it by hand, with seven red
circles, each holding half a riddle. The homeroom teacher said: find all seven
circles and trade in at the finish line; the answers are stuck at the matching spots
— tear them off and paste them on the back of your map. Wang Duoduo, Chen Yifei, Li
Xiaoman and I naturally formed a team of four, spreading our maps on a desk to study

like four little detectives.

The first riddle read: I have one finger and never stop. Wang Duoduo figured it
out first, ran under the basketball hoop, and indeed fished out a slip with the
second riddle on it. We ran faster and faster, too busy to retie undone shoelaces. By
the flowerbed, behind the ping—pong table legs, on the hook behind the library door -
one by one the red circles got pasted onto the backs of our maps, a whole row of

them, like four medals.

We got stuck on the fifth circle. The riddle read: three plus four equals what;
the answer hides behind the answer. We circled the blackboard classroom three times.
Chen Yifei counted every name on the duty roster — wrong. I stared at the arithmetic
problem left unwiped in the corner of the blackboard: three plus four equals seven,
behind the answer — the seventh slot of the duty roster. Standing on tiptoe, I felt

for the slip on the hook, my palm drenched in sweat.

The sixth circle sat under the piano bench in the music room. Li Xiaoman lay on
her stomach and reached in, pulling out a slip caked with dust. She blew on it, the

dust flew up, and the four of us coughed in a heap. Teams from the corridor turned to
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stare; we didn’t care one bit.

Nobody could find the seventh circle. We turned our four maps over and over ten
times. Its riddle read: I am in the place you least want to go. The place we least
wanted to go — we took turns guessing: the equipment room, the staff office, the
washroom. All searched, nothing. Finally the teacher at the prize desk dropped the
hint: the last one is at the prize desk. The four of us looked at each other and
laughed until we squatted on the ground. The answer had been waiting at the finish

line all along.

A long line waited at the prize desk. We handed in maps with six slips pasted on,
and the teacher still traded us a prize — a goldfish in a small plastic bag, orange-—
red, its tail bigger than its body. Wang Duoduo proposed taking turns carrying it,
one stretch of road each. The bag changed hands three times, and not one hand
trembled.

The goldfish now lives on my windowsill, named Little Seven, because we got it
for seven minus one circles. Sometimes I watch it circling the glass, and I remember
four shadows running through the campus that day, strung together. Prizes from
Children’ s Day grow old, the goldfish will grow up, and that map covered with slips
sits pressed under my desk’s glass plate, our four names still crowded in the bottom

corner.

& L=+ BRI HI B

AR A WA, P ESCE I, SR IRKIBOR SR IEEH — A H . BRI S A
YNNI A FAE RS 47, ISR+ AT, bR IR R, —
Bt ERZIMIIRIG, TatzSER T 25Kk EE 1, nf T easSiEk T .

WIS R BRI FE NS F ARG, M2 ChMOREY SRy, B BS AR, Y
PYARLEIRTAWT, Wroe Wl AR T A AMFIIERE 8, bR B reE. HgOR
fEAE, MR B, Mk ERELE L, s sz b &, RIS AT T &R

N, ALEEEERRA, AU LHFARE K. R RS RIRE I, AN B, 2R
JCATITAE MG b, fEAG N, RER AR, BRERAG TS, BF0, 2 BOi4
2, A ARZRN OSBRI B )R, BT ANER, RIS T
B e e N\ AL

B EE N K AT B SRR, W IR A R . — R, SRR, BRI i
M. fhubide Jsdth, FHRIKE R, KDY, B=1T8 L, fJrE 7T, Wikaelhik,
A CRghAh: RERZ, IRZ, HUEIM, IRECEECE S T EELA AR . 5 A fi fi 2F

www. vv99. net



ZCa R BT, SRRED A, UREBEEA .

R 7 R G, BB A Bk, LRI, & FEFAWGER, SR, A5
F T BRWERR R K. [ A REA,_EFER A LE IR, WAL . IR T, R

HE R

[ RRALIN, Ao FBGE FROK, RTINS EME DRy, SE: SiREE. A
FNTEENG 0, Fot R, Rl RE2 AR A SRR B2k Al TP I, R R 3ca 13 M 5 .

Ja KNI L o FURPERE AT H N, SN &R+ 17, T4,
RS AR R =+ AR, BAEMICE, SiRMS: FRIAET, AWUAREZE.

The Thirty Seconds Without Words on Stage

Zhou Xiaozhou signed up for the recitation because the Chinese teacher announced
that each class needed one act for the party, and if nobody volunteered she would
call names. Forty—-six students in the class; his name sat on line eleven of the
roster. When the teacher reached line eleven, he was head—-down shredding his eraser.
He looked up and met her eyes, and his hand went up. The instant it went up he

regretted it, but the hand was already up.

From that day on he recited each evening at the full-length mirror in his
bedroom, a long poem adapted from Little Boat, its second stanza about stars. His
grandmother sat on the bed listening, then said he recited like he was memorizing
textbooks. He knew it sounded like memorizing; memorizing was the only way he knew
how to recite. At the classroom rehearsal, when he hit the second stanza, a girl in
the front row turned to look at him, and his voice shrank on the spot, like a radio

being turned down.

On the afternoon of Children’s Day the auditorium hung with ribbons, and the
front rows filled with parents. When the host announced the poetry recitation, Zhou
Xiaozhou entered from the side. The spotlight hit his face; he couldn’t see the
audience, only a darkness, phones glinting faintly inside it. He began. The first
stanza went smoothly, his voice louder than in rehearsal. The second stanza, the one
about stars — halfway through, the words vanished. Not fuzzy: gone completely, like a

drawer pulled clean out.

The stage went silent. He heard his own breathing, heard the hum of current in
the microphone. One second, two. Faint rustling started in the audience. He stood
frozen, fingers digging at the corner of his script, punching four little holes. At
the thirtieth second he spoke — the words still never came back — and he filled the

gap with his own words: There are lots of stars, lots, the kind where, you count and
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count and forget what number you reached. After that he limped his way to the ending,

stumbling, reciting like a textbook and yet nothing like a textbook.

He bowed and walked off, his ears pounding with his own heartbeat. Halfway to the
wings, the applause finally started — scattered at first, then unified, like rain
going from sparse to a downpour. His deskmate shot up from his seat and thrust a
thumb at him, mouthing one word: awesome. He waved his hand off, his face hot enough

to fry an egg.

Back at his seat sat half a bottle of water, cap already off, a strip of tape on
the bottle reading: Saved for you. He never found out who put it there — probably his
deskmate, maybe the boy in front who always turned around. He took two sips and

couldn’ t bring himself to finish it.

Zhou Xiaozhou still doesn’t talk much. Only, when the class needs an act and the
roster reaches line eleven, his hand now thinks first, then rises. He never told
anyone about those thirty forgotten seconds. He wrote them in his weekly journal, and
its last line read: turns out the words can get lost without the person getting lost

along with them.
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