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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
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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
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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