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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
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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.

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.
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