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The Beat When the Music Stopped

The second item on the party was musical chairs. Five chairs sat in the middle of
the classroom, legs up, arranged in a circle like five squat mushrooms. Everyone knew
the rules: eight players circle around, sit when the music stops, the one left
standing is out, and one chair gets removed each round. Too many signed up; the study

monitor tallied with stroke—counting characters and took the first eight in order of
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signup. My name was the fourth.

The music came from the classroom’ s old speaker run by the publicity monitor, a
nursery rhyme with a long intro. The eight of us began circling the chairs. The
teacher had said no sitting early, no hands resting on the chairs, so we clasped our
hands behind our backs like a flock of patrolling ducks. I walked the outer ring,
pretending to eye the ceiling while actually watching the chair legs. I could hear my

own heartbeat, thud, thud, louder than the drumbeat from the speaker.

The music stopped with no warning. Eight of us, only five chairs: I was two and a
half steps from the nearest one, lunged, my bottom grazed the seat first, then I
planted myself solid. My deskmate Ma Xiaotiao was half a step slow, steadied the
chair back, then sheepishly let go and stepped aside. He was out in round one; he
left the circle deliberately swaggering, and from his seat he pulled a funny face at

me.

In round two I got smarter — I stopped watching the chairs and watched the
people. I fixed my eyes on Li Duoduo ahead, and shifted my feet early whenever her
hips dipped. Music playing, I slid to the side of a chair, hands clenched behind me.
Music stopped, I sat, Li Duoduo sat, our hands landing on the same chair edge at the
same time, neither yielding, frozen two seconds while the whole class hollered. The
study monitor came to judge: I got there first, she was out. I won feeling a bit
guilty, because my foot had been on the line — only Ma Xiaotiao shouted from the
seats: He stepped on the line! The teacher waved it off: doesn’ t count, keep going —

and my heart slid back down from my throat.

The final round left me and PE committeeman Zhao Lei. One chair, two of us. The
speaker switched to a slow song, dragging it on deliberately; we circled that single
chair thirteen times, I was counting. Music stopped, we sat together, one cheek each,
the seat half and half, neither fully seated. The class chanted: Rematch! Rematch!
Our homeroom teacher came in and said no rematch, today everyone gets candy. Zhao Lei
and I glanced at each other and stood up at the same time; the chair wobbled twice

and stayed upright.

Handing out candy was the party s last item. Our homeroom teacher carried a tin
of fruit drops, two per student, passed from the front row back. When it reached me,
three were left; the study monitor tilted the tin my way and poured me one extra. I
stuffed all three into my pencil case, planning to save one for Mom, eat one now, and

save one for tomorrow.

The student acts came before musical chairs; I don’t remember them well - only
that someone sang off-key and the whole class hummed along, and the off-key singer
only sang louder. Laughter is strange: at a class party it needs no reason. Off-key

singing gets laughs, a stepped-on line gets laughs, a chair wobbling without falling
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gets laughs. Years later, what returns first when I recall that Children’s Day is the

beat when the music cut out, and that moment my bottom grazed the chair seat.
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Han Xiao’ s Card Trick

Han Xiao practiced his card trick for two weeks for the class party. He brought
an old deck from home, its corners worn round. He rehearsed facing the living—room
sofa with his dad as the audience, while his mom shouted from the kitchen through the
door: Don’ t perform to your dad — he knows nothing; perform to the dishes. He ignored
her and kept practicing. In two weeks he moved the same six of hearts from the top of
the deck to the bottom over three hundred times; with his eyes shut he could feel
that card s fuzzy edge.

On party day, the blackboard on the back wall carried painted pennants and six
big characters: Happy Children’s Day. Han Xiao went on third. He wore a suit jacket
that didn’t fit — his father’s — sleeves hanging a good inch too long, which he
rolled up into three bands. When the host read his name, he stood up clutching the
deck. The aisle was narrow; his bag strap snagged his deskmate’ s pencil case, which
crashed to the floor. The class laughed, he laughed, stuffed it back under the desk,

and walked on.

The first trick went smoothly. A spectator picked a card freely, memorized it,
pushed it back into the deck; he shuffled, cut, then spread the cards face—up across
the desk — the six of hearts at the far left, the chosen card at the far right. He
flipped the far-right card, and the class went oh. The second trick also worked: he
placed cards into his hat, said abracadabra, and the cards inside turned into a stiff
paper square with a smiley face - palmed in his sleeve beforehand. He had drilled

that one the most, so he did it fastest, fast as if racing a clock.

The third trick fell apart. He was supposed to move the six of hearts from his
left hand to his right. Left hand clenched, right hand slapped it, he opened the left
hand — no six of hearts. He opened the right hand — no six of hearts either. The card
had slid onto the desk while he gripped the deck; nobody saw it, least of all him. He
stood on the platform with both hands open. The classroom went quiet. In those
seconds he heard his own heartbeat, and heard someone in the back row whisper: It

failed. His throat went dry. He closed his hands, opened them again — still nothing.

Then Han Xiao did something nobody expected. He bent down, flipped his jacket
hem, and fishing out the six of hearts from his trouser pocket — actually it wasn’t
in his pocket; bending, his eye caught the card on the desk and he snatched it up -
held it over his head and shouted: It was hiding in my pocket! The class collapsed
laughing; even the homeroom teacher was pounding the desk at the back. Riding the
wave of laughter he slid the card back into the deck and ran the trick again, this
time smooth as water; when the six of hearts surfaced, applause and laughter burst

together.
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Bowing on his way off, one of his three sleeve rolls came undone, and a fruit
drop fell out of his hat — a prop from the trick — rolling twice before stopping in
the aisle. A girl in the front row picked it up, unwrapped it, ate it, and said: This
trick produced candy. Han Xiao heard him from down the aisle and waved: That’s a

freebie.

After the party nobody remembered the card that slid onto the desk. Everyone
remembered the six of hearts in the pocket, the candy in the hat, the three rolled-up
sleeves. Going home, Han Xiao told his mom the trick had failed. She asked why the
audience was laughing then. He said: laughing means it worked. She said: well, your
trick even produces candy — better than your dad’ s deck. He put the worn—cornered

deck into a drawer, the six of hearts on top.
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Forty-eight Candies in the Teacher’s Tin

The night before the party, Teacher Song counted candies in the staff room. She
poured the fruit drops out bag by bag, counted forty - not enough; forty—eight
students at two each would need ninety—six. So she changed the math: two each is too
many, one each plus two spares. She counted out forty—eight and put them into the
biscuit—tin with its printed lid, shook it once, and the candies rattled inside. Then
she swapped two of them for milk candies and set them at the tin’s edge — she
remembered the girl by the window in Group Four who wouldn’t eat fruit drops, only

milk ones.

At two in the afternoon the desks were pushed to the walls, clearing the middle
for musical chairs. Teacher Song stood at the back of the classroom, tin in hand. The
publicity monitor ran the music; she let them be. Eight children circled the chairs,
hands clasped behind their backs, walking like patrolling ducks, and she couldn’t
keep the corners of her mouth down. When the music cut, her class’s scrawny boy
lunged into a seat, and she nearly lunged with him, pressing her hand down on the tin

lid instead.

The last round left two students and one chair. The music dragged on, thirteen
laps, and she could see neither child dared sit first — whoever sat first looked like
a grabber. She was about to speak when the music stopped and they sat half and half,
the class chanting for a rematch. She walked over and said: No rematch — today
everyone gets candy. The words surprised even her; she had changed the candy math the
night before, one each plus two spares, and she had just spoken by the old rule. She
looked down at the tin: forty—eight candies, the two spares sitting where the milk
candies were. She scanned the room — forty—eight children, one each, exact. That line

about everyone getting candy had been neither too much nor too little.

She stood her ground through the student acts. During the seconds the card trick
failed and the class went silent, she heard the whisper from the back row — it failed
— and her palm left a ring on the tin. She considered going up to rescue the act, but

before she moved, the boy in the grown-up suit turned the flop into a joke on his
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own. She unclenched her hand from the tin; a red circle sat in her palm. Later the
prop candy rolled into the aisle and a girl in the front row picked it up and ate it,
and she pretended not to see — party rules: candies are candies, props are props, and

this one broke nothing.

The candy pass started from the front row. Halfway through she could let go of
the tin; the children passed it themselves and took their pieces. She retreated under
the blackboard on the back wall and watched it travel row after row, the candies
dwindling, the rattle thinning. When it came back to her from the last row, she
opened the 1id — two candies lay inside. Not leftovers: arranged neatly, one fruit
drop, one milk candy, and under the milk candy a slip of paper with four penciled
characters: For Teacher Song. She stood under the blackboard without moving and
closed the tin. Only after a few seconds did she remember that forty—eight pairs of
eyes were on her from across the room. She waved at them, unwrapped the fruit drop,

and ate it.

After the party she returned to the staff room and set the tin on her desk
drawer. She couldn’ t bring herself to eat the milk candies right away; one went with
her homework marking that evening, the other she saved for the next day. She told the
math teacher beside her that this year’ s candy distribution was odd — two extra came
back at the end. The math teacher said: so you lost out. She thought a moment and
said: No loss. Forty—eight candies traded for fifty portions of laughter - try
finding that deal anywhere.
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