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The Football Match That Got Away

December 9th, Wednesday, heavy snow.

This morning I woke up at five. The moment my eyes opened, sleep was gone. Today
was supposed to be a big day: the final of the district primary school football

league, our school team against Experimental No. 1 Primary. I dressed in the dark,
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pulling the jersey over my body, then packing shorts, socks, and shin guards into my
bag one by one. After packing I sat on the bed and listened to the snow outside. It
was still falling, a soft rustle, like someone scattering salt beyond the window. Let

it fall, I thought. Even if the sideline gets buried, the referee will redraw it.

At half past six, Mother called me to breakfast from the kitchen. Bite after bite
of my steamed bun, I checked the class group chat, wondering whether the meeting time
had changed. The message from our homeroom teacher popped out: because of the orange
blizzard warning, school is canceled today, the league match is postponed, and the

new time will be announced later.

I read that line three times. The bun lost its flavor, and the jersey on my body
suddenly felt awkward, as if I had put on the wrong clothes. I knew well how strong
the striker of Experimental No. 1 was. I had practiced crossing from the wing for
half a month, waiting to use it today. It was all over, all gone. I threw myself onto
the sofa. A football sock rolled out of my bag and stopped beside my shoe, next to
the pile of snow on the mat. All morning I stayed angry: angry at the snow, angry at
the notice, even angry at the referee. What good is a postponement? Move it to

tomorrow, fine, but why must we wait for an announcement.

At noon Mother knocked on my door: be angry if you want, but the self-study tasks
for today are still there. The class group had received the list early: one math test
paper, two units of English words, and reading the essay called Winter with notes
written in the margins. I wanted to throw a tantrum, but then I looked at the last
big problem on the math paper. That is exactly the kind of problem that cost me
points in the last monthly exam. A different thought moved in: if I chew through it
today, I will not fear it in the next exam. Whether the match is postponed is not my

call, but the test paper is.

So I hung the jersey back in the wardrobe and sat down at the desk. The paper
took two hours. I did solve half of that last problem, my steps written row after
row, packed tight. When I reached the second unit of English words, Grandma brought
in a bowl of ginger soup and said the snow outside was falling even harder. I drank
and recited at the same time: snow, snowstorm, blizzard. Today I memorized those

three words with my whole body.

At dusk I lay on the windowsill watching the snow. In the open ground of our
compound the pile had grown thick, and several children below were throwing snowballs
at each other; their laughter came through the glass. I felt a little envious and a
little amused. They do not wait for any announcement. Their match begins the moment
they decide.

In the evening the group chat announced the new time: next Saturday. [ jumped up

from my chair and stuffed the socks back into my bag, checking the shin guards once
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more. Today the heavy snow scrambled my plan, yet it did not destroy it, only moved
it seven days back. In these seven days I will practice the wing crosses until they

are sharper, and finish the other half of that math problem.

The snow is still falling. Listening to the rustle outside, I thought for the
first time that it is not so hateful after all. It has simply put my final match into

storage for a while.
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The Snowstorm That Saved Me

December 9th, Wednesday, the snow fell as if someone were pouring the sky out.

To be honest, this morning I went to the window on tiptoe, stepping on the tips
of my toes. After school yesterday I kept counting the day ahead all the way home:
first period math, unit test, word problems worth forty points. Last night I worked
on three typical problems until ten thirty and still could not master them; speed and
time never matched up. My mother says I never burn incense on ordinary days and only
grab the Buddha by the feet at the last moment. The Buddha feet never got warm, and

today was the execution ground.

Then I pulled open the curtain and froze. Outside was white as a flood,
snowflakes flying sideways in sheets, every car downstairs turned into a white loaf.
My heart ran faster than my eyes. I clutched the corner of the curtain, not daring to
move, and a small voice inside me said, quietly, not daring to speak up: cancel it?
How about canceling school today? After saying it my face burned by itself. Wishing

for a day off, if that got out, would I still have a face to show anyone.

At 7:20 the class group chat exploded: blizzard warning, school canceled today,
the test postponed. I stared at that line and bounced three times on the bed, then
buried my face in the pillow to keep the laughter from reaching Mother. I ate
breakfast at record speed. Mother wondered aloud how I could finish three buns today.
I dared not tell the truth. The snow I had wished for had just taken a blow meant for

me.

But a canceled school day is not a holiday. Our homeroom teacher posted the self-
study plan in the group: finish two pages of the math workbook, review word problems,
and at two in the afternoon the teacher would call on random student numbers to
explain problems. When I reached the words random calling, half of my triumph leaked
out. You can dodge a test but not the roll call. At two in the afternoon my phone sat
on the desk like a ticking bomb.

No way out, so I studied. I spread the workbook open and redid the word problems
one by one. On the third one, something suddenly shifted. The turn I could not get
around last night cleared by itself today: when setting the unknown, do not set what
the question asks; set the middle quantity, and the equation straightens out at once.
I sat stunned for a while, then did two more behind it, all correct. It was not that
the problems were hard. Last night I was too panicked, and panic stopped my brain

from turning.

At two in the afternoon the teacher called four student numbers. Mine was not
among them. I listened in the group as others explained their problems, stumbling and

hesitating, and I thought: I can do this one. I explained it through in my head, and
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my version ran smoother than anyone.

By evening the snow lightened. I spent half an hour bringing the laundry in on
the balcony, and snow water darkened my sleeves. Honestly, today the heavy snow took
a blow for me, but what really pulled me out of the hole of word problems was not the
snow. It was those two hours in the afternoon. The postponed test will still come; a
postponement only lends me a few more days. Tonight I recopied the word-problem page
of my mistake notebook, and at the bottom of the page I wrote four characters: next

time, no panic.

I do not know if it will snow tomorrow. Snow or no snow, the test cannot run away
either way. But I am not afraid of it now. Even the great snowstorm has been on my

side. I owe it a good showing.
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The Science Museum I Missed

December 9th, Wednesday, heavy snow. I remember this date because the science

museum field trip I had longed for all week fell through.

Yesterday after school I packed my bag right away: water bottle filled, two buns,
a pack of tissues, and the record sheet the teacher told us to bring, pressed flat
between two pieces of cardboard. At night I ironed the uniform, polished my shoes,
and set the alarm for six. After lying down I tossed and turned, my head full of the
static ball in the museum. Put your hand on it and every hair stands up. My deskmate
has been there. He said his standing hair looked like a sea urchin, and the whole

class collapsed laughing. Today I was going to stand up too.

At six I was already at the window. The snow was falling hard, and at first I did
not think of any bad possibility. The heavier the snow, the more fun, I thought; the
games on the bus will be livelier. I ate two bowls of porridge, left at 6:40, could
not be bothered with an umbrella, and walked to school under the snow. It landed on

my eyelashes, and I kept smiling the whole way.

A ring of people stood at the school gate. The teacher on duty held up a phone
and shouted: school canceled, everyone go back, the buses are not coming. I stood in
the snow with the bag straps still on my shoulders, not back in my body yet. A girl
from Class 5 nearby cried out loud: what? I was close enough to see her eyes go red
all at once. I felt bad too, too bad to speak. Snow slid down my neck into my collar

and I did not even care. That static ball, I did not even get to touch it.

Back home I dropped the wet bag on the floor and shut my door. Mother said dinner
is on the table; I answered and did not move. Then the teacher posted the self-study
tasks in the group: preview Unit 7 for science, the lesson on volcanic eruptions,
read it and do the experiment after the lesson, take a photo and send it to the
group. Experiment? I sat up. The book listed: baking soda, white vinegar, dish soap,

red ink. My kitchen had every one of them.

I found a small glass bottle, put in two spoons of baking soda, added dish soap,
and mixed a cup of red vinegar with red ink. The instant I poured it in, red foam

surged out of the bottle mouth and crawled down the glass walls, just like lava. 1
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shouted wow and ran to the living room to drag Mother to look. She watched it three
times, more excited than me, and said try again with a bigger bowl. We tried four
times. The kitchen counter turned sticky everywhere, and Mother wiped it while

laughing, saying this was the best experiment she had seen all year.

In the evening I sent the photo into the group with one line: museum canceled,
volcano erupted at home. The teacher replied with a thumbs—up, and classmates lined
up to like it. My deskmate messaged privately: your volcano looks better than my

hair.

Lying in bed I still missed that static ball, missed it with an ache in my chest.
But then I remembered the red lava crawling down the bottle today. The snowstorm
confiscated my plan, yet it did not confiscate the joy. Joy grew out of my own
kitchen. The teacher said the trip is postponed to January. Fine, see you in January.

Until then, the volcano at my home wants a few more eruptions.
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