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Heartbeats Behind the Curtain

The curtain was blue checked, with a slit along the edge. I stood behind the slit
and could see the sea of heads packed dark in the auditorium. The previous act was
not over:; laughter came out of the microphone, wave after wave, and each wave made my

heart tighten.

My palms were all sweat. I wiped them twice on my dress and they were still wet.
My deskmate Lin Xiaoman stood beside me, clutching the program until it was wrinkled.

She whispered: Are you nervous? I said: No. And I heard my own voice shaking.
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I had recited the lines in my head who knows how many times. Where is spring,
where is spring — no, that was not mine. Mine was a poem about spring, four stanzas,
and the first line was: Before winter had gone far, I heard its footsteps. 1 had
practiced facing the mirror at home, practiced on the balcony facing the trees

downstairs. Mom sat on a little stool as the audience, and clapped when I finished.

The previous act ended. The host called our class’s name, the curtain opened, and
the lights hit me all at once, so bright I squinted. I walked to the center of the
stage and stopped. The microphone was tilted; I straightened it and heard my shoe

sole scuff the floor.

I began: Before winter had gone far, I heard its footsteps. My voice came out of
the speaker, so loud it startled me. The second line went smoothly too. The third
line — I opened my mouth, and my mind went blank. The lines I had been reciting under

the covers yesterday — I could not remember a single word.

The auditorium went quiet. Those seconds were so long that I could hear my own
heartbeat, thud, thud, thud, louder than the scuff of my shoe. My face burned, and my
fingers picked at the rim of the microphone. In the front row, some classmates

started whispering.

Just then I heard a thin voice rise from the third row: Spring is in the melting
creek. It was Lin Xiaoman. Suddenly it all came back — all of it. I went on, my voice

steady again, and when I finished the last line, I bowed.

As I straightened up, the applause came, roaring, a hundred times louder than the
applause of Mom on her little stool at home. I walked off stage with still-soft legs.
Lin Xiaoman waited for me in the aisle and held out one hand. I slapped it — smack -

both our palms were sweaty.

On the way back to the classroom, our homeroom teacher said: That moment in the
middle, well handled. Actually nobody knew how close it was. But the applause was
real, and so was the heartbeat. That evening I recited the poem to Mom once more, and

she clapped, and in my heart I quietly layered on the roaring of that auditorium.
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The Boy Who Played the Woodcutter

Ma Xiaotiao played the woodcutter in the class play. The woodcutter had three
lines in total. The first was: My axe fell into the river. When the homeroom teacher
picked him, she said: You are sturdy, you look like a woodcutter. He stood at the

podium and said okay, and only started to panic after getting back to his seat.

While waiting backstage, other acts made noise on stage, and laughter drifted
over in waves. Ma Xiaotiao crouched behind the side curtain and recited the three
lines forty times. Line one: My axe fell into the river. Line two: God of the River,
please fish up my gold axe and silver axe. Line three: I still want my old axe back.

By the thirtieth round, even the prop axe beside him felt familiar.

It was his class’s turn. The curtain opened, the spotlight hit, white and
blinding. Downstairs he could not see faces in the dark, only rows of phone screens
glowing. He walked out carrying the prop axe; its wooden handle slipped once in his

hand, he gripped it tight, and stopped.

He opened his mouth. Line one was gone. The forty recitations seemed yanked away
all at once, not a word left. He stood under the light, hearing his own breathing,
hearing someone downstairs cough. Behind the side curtain, the homeroom teacher

raised her hand, then lowered it.
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Half a second. One second. Ma Xiaotiao forced out half a line: My... axe... in
the river... The sound was small and dry. The silence downstairs was terrifying. Then
the classmate playing the River God stepped forward and caught his words: Oh? Your
axe fell into the river? Ma Xiaotiao climbed back onto the track from her line: It
fell, it fell! The gold axe and the silver axe — he caught up, caught up with all of
it, and said the third line loud and steady.

When the play ended, they came out hand in hand to take a bow. The applause rose
downstairs, roaring, more solid than any rehearsal. Ma Xiaotiao bowed, straightened,

and saw his dad in the third row holding up a phone, giving him a thumbs—up.

Backstage, the classmate playing the River God nudged him with her elbow: I
nearly died back there. Ma Xiaotiao said: Me too. They looked at each other and
laughed out loud. The prop axe leaned against the corner of the wall, a sweat mark

from his grip on its handle.

At night his dad showed him the video of the performance. The frozen part was
only four seconds: in the video he stood dazed under the light, half a line stuck in
his mouth. His dad said: I watched those four seconds five times, and the recovery
after was beautiful. Ma Xiaotiao handed the phone back. Those four seconds still felt

long inside him — but they had passed.

B FRZAT

WA RIB S BOR — N IBJRFDINRTE PRI, MEshing, ML EE YT\ s oK
e G b, I eAE R UK, TONRAEHRNIEL TR e N anE, g b, JE
RACEEA BB AL & o

FAGENEIZ VO . SR AL ANAENE R ol s HE, 2R a s . JutifE i
A, SEAEE AR AL L, e =D AN H NG, B AR g, 3
(K BT ARV AER . BRI RINE . i BLOE, 1R%R T A

BT H o AR R AR, WMEATZE, B AR IR, GERBOE .
W BRI T, e T RS SR T, WRANEET, IR G AMEURAT AT . B IR
FASREMR K, X H O iX A PRI .

AT T KA SERM, BOERIL AR, W A QAR AR b, 2, P
TR TR, Az MWK, — S hinE . eEGER rRERR. Edk,
RIS EREICIES

HoKWs o W8T o eHHAAE, FIFAHA AR, R A, B T A A
AT WIKEM, WM R RUTR . R, R TR TRA M, RERITE R T, R

www. vv99. net




AEDEAMIEE B B N ITUa A e 3hif .

F=An b, RN et eng 7oA, R PR, ERAE R TR kPR T ——ih B
T PRI AR 2, SRS RIEE 7. JIBHR T, @mEmk T ARl A
SHEL R B EE, AU EEEAE R, ALE HR L

e —AE o, IRERF . 8, R, RIEEA TR TR, AP\ J7 it k.
ﬁi&)ﬁ%ﬁﬁi H@Df@ﬁii ?‘L\‘éz%ﬂ:o

&, BN AR Bcud, FACIRAGMES IE T 1E. SR E Mt fE A i, RIS S 4.
PRI Y, R EER A AL s AR ER IS SRR, W LA BRSO A TS, FR L 2
SAH A BRI ——=200, gl AR A AL E

Before the Applause Fell

The applause fell the moment I finished the last note and stepped back half a
pace. It came roaring at me from every side of the auditorium. I stood on stage, my
chest still heaving, my palms wet as if I had just washed them and not dried them.
Nobody knew that half a minute earlier, I had nearly left the whole choir stranded on

stage.

It starts with the wait backstage. The choir of twenty—some stood in a row behind
the side curtain, and the teacher checked our bow ties one by one. I stood at the
front, the upright microphone planted at the curtain’s edge, three steps from me. The
previous act came off, and applause beat the curtain thump thump. Something was
turning over inside my stomach. The teacher in charge patted my shoulder: Just one

solo section. You have practiced for two months.

I had practiced for two months. I stayed in the music room after school, the
piano playing the prelude, me singing to twenty empty chairs. The solo line was: When
the snow on the mountain melts, the river wakes up. I sang it to the empty chairs, to
the piano, to the seventh—graders exercising outside the window. I could sing it with

my eyes closed — that was the promise I had made to that line.

The curtain opened. The lights were blinding white. I walked to the upright
microphone and heard my cloth shoes on the floor, one step, two. The conductor’ s hand
rose; the prelude flowed out of the piano, note by note moving forward. The whole
choir swayed gently on the beat. The prelude ended, and the conductor’ s hand came

down toward me.

I opened my mouth. The words were gone. The melody was still there — I could hum
every pitch — but that one line of lyrics had been pulled out of my head whole, as if
by hand. My mouth stayed open, and only a breath escaped my throat. One beat. Two.
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The conductor’ s hand did not stop; it beat the time steadily, eyes watching me from

outside the light. Faint rustlings began downstairs.

On the third beat, I hummed half a line along the melody, building the tune up,
and the words came trailing behind it - When the snow on the mountain melts. The
sound went out through the microphone, light and steady. The river wakes up. I sang
it. I sang all of it. Voice by voice it straightened up, and in the last section the
whole choir joined in, two dozen parts stacked together, the auditorium humming and

trembling.

The last note closed. The conductor’ s hand hung in midair. One second. Two. Then
the applause fell, covering me from every side. I stepped back half a pace, chest

heaving, palms all sweat.

Backstage, the teacher in charge said nothing and only straightened my bow tie.
The music teacher stood behind the side curtain, eyes a little red. I never told
anyone about those two beats of silence afterward. But every time I pass the music
room and hear the piano play that prelude, my feet still stop by the door on their

own — three steps away, exactly where the upright microphone stands.
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