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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

signup. My name was the fourth.
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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

gets laughs. Years later, what returns first when I recall that Children’s Day is the
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beat when the music cut out, and that moment my bottom grazed the chair seat.
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