PAZERRE—E/T

AW 4, JIETEY, N AWK . B NS RIEE, BAMEAT, s
AN, AR ORGSR A T RGO EE, BRI, KA, B

PR, WiETOE T )L, 3R, BAarARENM LS, AN RIIEILE, &
BT o AT BAT RGO ] BT, B B AR OT, HFBLE AL, WA YE A, Al
BEAEGASAEE, P, B RS X, BRI A 2= AT, JRORARE
AR

Bk LG, #EE T8, AP0k Mok, Rk, ARA KL
AR, IR, S, AOBREE RN BREE . AT ORI RS b, 348 TR

HAREAIEN, R RIXF R if . JAAER G H55iL, MERER, AELME.
AN LIZVZAING, AKRCRELEWE A, R AR o G2 TS U R R Sk, L
R3gre PR R b 1) = AR AE 3, RSz A3 AT, BRELAIZ e T ARES IR N it
SRR AT AR 7o BORAHE R, fhil1H DB,

NERALI, FRACH RS T =, M. SIS TR, SRS 3, b
O TR, @Y, WHM. BIRE M IEE& AAAE T, 24, PRI,
WIp R BER DL NREESE, RRECKN, BB —. ik, SEu 7 A2,
P HET IR

BEARERR AN T, R A EEL. BPAEEEN, ARBIE LT, 5 LR
X AN — T B SE Bk WRRES I Z BB T 9kata%, iAm BN, WM ER T

HAAE H ORICR 7 1, B R TFHCORK, AR, 2 AT . R aXE IR R
48T, ICAREMWEE BT, RO =AM %1 sk —8, KL H
LTI, IR R R ERARIANS, — REIARN, D HERFERIHZ

The Last Chair in the Office

In my first year of teaching I took second grade, and Children’s Day was mine to
organize. I got to the classroom at ten to seven. The streamers would not lie flat; a
bump bulged in the middle. I peeled it off and reapplied it, and the tape took the
paint off by the blackboard. I picked at the paint with my fingernail and only made

it worse, and the more I picked, the more flustered I got.

Ms. Li arrived early, stood in the doorway watching for a while, then came in and
said you cannot pull streamers from the ends; you smooth them from the middle outward
and the bump goes away. She helped me space the balloons by alternating colors,
saying colors must alternate or they look crowded in clumps. She has taught for
twenty years, and decorating a classroom for her is like grading homework, fast and

steady. I stood by handing her tape, and it suddenly occurred to me that the
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streamers in my own childhood classrooms had all come out of hands like this.

Once the children came in, the classroom erupted. A boy took a balloon off the
wall and ran around with it. I opened my mouth to scold, remembered it was their
holiday, swallowed it, and said instead, the balloon needs to go back to the wall to

sleep. He really pressed it back onto the wall and patted it.

Watching them eat at noon was the quietest meal of my year. I sat beside the last
row, and the rule was to watch, not to police. A girl ate slowly, rice grains stuck
at the corner of her mouth, and her deskmate flicked them off one by one. The desk by
the door lined up their chicken bones in a row, comparing whose was cleanest. The
three noisiest boys in class sat together that day and ate well-behaved, as if they
had agreed among themselves not to embarrass the class. I swallowed every remark I

wanted to make. So a day without policing, and they walk steady on their own.

Before handing out gifts in the afternoon, I read the roster three times for fear
of a mistake. When I actually read it, I still got half a name wrong, reading Haohao
as Haowen. He raised his hand to correct me, the whole class laughed, and my ears
burned. When the last little boy came up, we were one gift short. I had noticed it
early and brought a spare bear charm from the office, one I bought myself just in

case. He took it and said thank you, teacher, louder than usual.

After seeing off the last child, I went back to the office for my bag. The office
was dark except for my one chair, half a roll of tape and a bundle of leftover
balloons on the desk. The veteran teacher at the next desk had left a note: nice job

decorating, next year you will be quicker.

I sat down in my chair and my legs went soft all at once. Not from tiredness, but
from a looseness I cannot name. The panic over the blackboard paint was already
forgotten. What stayed was the scolding I swallowed and the three boys eating well-
behaved. In my first year I thought the holiday belonged to the children and had
nothing to do with me. That evening I realized I was wrong. In one day I learned more

than in a month of lesson planning.
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