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Six Stalls in the Corridor

On the afternoon before Children’ s Day, our classroom and the corridor outside it
were turned into a whole fairground. Six game stalls lined the corridor: picking
marbles with chopsticks, throwing paper balls, ring toss, blindfolded drum hitting,
cup stacking, and a riddle stand our class monitor insisted on adding. The program
schedule was pasted on the back wall: two shows on every hour from two to four in the
afternoon. A big white sheet hung at the classroom door with safety reminders: no
running, no pushing, keep right at the stairs, queue at the stalls. In its bottom
right corner someone had drawn a crooked little loudspeaker, the handiwork of our

publicity member.

I kept the marble stall. The rule was to fish marbles out of water with
chopsticks in one minute; eight marbles earned one stamp. The table was four desks
pushed together, the basin half filled with water, and the marbles were borrowed from

the science lab, forty in all, counted one by one by the monitor before class. Ten
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minutes after the fair opened, the corridor was packed. Younger kids poured in, and
the line from my stall stretched all the way to the stairwell. A first—grader so
small he had to stand on tiptoe to reach the table edge picked up three marbles and
dropped three, nearly in tears. A classmate from the next stall pulled him forward
and showed him to hold the chopsticks sideways. He finally got seven, one short, so
the two of us each gave half a stamp to make a whole one on his card. When he ran off

holding it up, his slippers went slap—slap down the corridor.

The two o’ clock shows were performed in the middle of the classroom. The schedule
listed chorus and recitation, but the boy reciting forgot his words on stage and
stood still for three seconds. Nobody in the audience jeered. The music teacher,
sitting in the front row, quietly gave him the opening line, and he picked up the
first stanza, smoother than the original. The only little accident of the day
happened by the ring toss: a third-grade boy ran too fast and crashed into the corner
of the cup-stacking table, and the tower of cups came crashing down, scraping his
knee. The safety monitor posted at the stairs went over at once, took him to the
first—aid box in the classroom for a bandage, and ten minutes later he was back in

line, walking this time.

At four the fair ended, and we six stall keepers stayed to clean up. Of the forty
marbles we counted back thirty—nine; the missing one turned up that evening in the
crack of the podium. Someone stuck a little star sticker on the schedule beside the
reciter’ s name. On the safety sheet, next to the drawn loudspeaker, a line in pencil
had appeared: everyone was great today. When I locked the classroom door, the
corridor had returned to its usual quiet, but I felt the warmth of the day still

lingering at those six spots.
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The Blackboard on the Eve of the Fair

On the eve of the Children’s Day fair, I was the last to leave the classroom. The
blackboard still carried traces of the afternoon’s class meeting: the program
schedule on the left, the safety plan on the right, and a big sun drawn in the middle
with the words Happy June First inside it. The schedule had been arranged by the
students themselves: chorus and recitation at two, a textbook play called The Fox
Borrowed the Tiger’s Might at half past two, a small instrumental ensemble at three,
a riddle contest at half past three, and a closing chorus at four, each item marked
with a student in charge. The safety plan was theirs too, five rules in all: no
running in the corridor, keep right on the stairs, queue without crowding at the
stalls, the first—aid box sits on the left of the podium, and the meeting point is
under the flagpole on the playground. After the fifth rule, in different handwriting,
someone added: if you cannot find our teacher, find a person wearing a red armband.

The red armbands belonged to the two safety monitors we posted at the stairs.

To be honest, I had tried to intervene. Two weeks earlier, when the class meeting
announced that the fair would be run by the class itself, I asked whether the
teachers should arrange the shows. The class monitor shook her head and said last
year' s fair, run by the upper grades’ teachers, left the younger kids unable to
squeeze into any line. They divided the work themselves: six stalls each with a
keeper and a substitute, one student in charge of each program item, and the PE
committeer leading the safety plan. The only thing I insisted on was showing the plan
to the school’ s safety teacher. She changed two things: moved the first—aid box from
the classroom door to the left of the podium, and added a rule that the blind drum
stall must tape a starting line on the floor, with no more than two meters of walking
after the blindfolded spin.

That eve I stood before the blackboard and lingered over that added sentence. The
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next afternoon I barely did anything. When the reciting boy forgot his words during
the two o clock chorus, my hands tightened for a moment, but the music teacher in the
front row gave him the cue and it solved itself. A little past three, a third—grade
boy bumped his knee on the cup-stacking table, and the monitor with the red armband
took him to get a bandage; I was never called over. The only thing I did was walk to
the far end of the corridor ten minutes before four to check the stairwell. Both
safety monitors were still at their posts, the keep—right arrow stickers frayed from

being stepped on, but the stairs flowed.

After the fair I wrote a small line beside the sun on the blackboard: next year,
still yours. The student on blackboard-cleaning duty saw it and said don’ t erase it,
let’s take a photo. That photo later went on the first page of the class album,
titled by them: Our Afternoon.
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Names on the Back of the Stamp Card

The other day, tidying old books, a card slid out of a dictionary. Pale blue, its
corners worn round, with six round stamps on the front: marbles, paper balls, ring
toss, blind drum, cup stacking, riddles. On the back a row of names in different
colored pens, the bottom line mine, traced over twice. Near the card s bottom right
corner there is a faint round dent, pressed in by a rolling marble. I sat on the

floor and thought: that afternoon could be lived backwards.

Back to a quarter to four, the last twenty minutes before closing. A long queue
formed at the prize table: six stamps for a pack of hard candy, eight for a notebook.
My six stamps became candy, and I handed some out to the stall keepers. The answer to
the riddle stand’ s last riddle was a slip of paper that only turned up the next day,
pressed under the bottom of a box across the playground. One cup was missing from the
cup—stacking stall; we searched all evening and found it under a flowerpot the next

morning.

Further back, past three. I was at the blind drum stall, blindfolded, spinning
three times, gripping the drumstick, hearing voices from every direction. One keeper
shouted a little to the left, another shouted you’ ve gone past, and I stood frozen.
The class monitor finally took my wrist and led me to the drum. My first strike hit,
the sound dull and round, everyone clapping. There was a white line taped on the
floor, the starting line; the keeper said no more than two meters, and I think I

nearly crossed it.

Further back still, two o clock, the first item on the schedule. The chorus stood
before the podium, and the reciting boy forgot his words in the middle of the stage,
silence for three seconds, then the music teacher gave him the cue and he carried on.
I was queuing at the ring toss then, clutching three bamboo rings, one chip of red
lacquer worn off. Ahead of me in line was a tiny first—grader forever on tiptoe,

craning forward.

All the way back to the previous afternoon. We carried desks, filled basins,
counted marbles, forty counted three times over. The publicity member stood on a
chair to draw the safety notice for the door, the loudspeaker came out crooked, and
nobody laughed. The schedule was posted on the blackboard, and someone stuck a little
star on it. I left last that day, and the duty monitor had taped a small note on the
doorframe: see you tomorrow. Under the lamp the card in the dictionary lies face
down; some of those names on the back I haven’t spoken to in years, yvet every hand is

still there, and so is the line traced twice.

www. vv99. net



www. vv99. net



