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After the Gifts Were Handed Out

In the evening I went back to the classroom for my lesson plans, and a yellow
balloon sat on the podium, left behind by some child who picked it off the wall and
forgot to carry it out. I tied it to the corner of the podium and sat down at my desk

without leaving.

The afternoon gift scene was still before my eyes. The school gave dictionaries,
one each. I read names, children came up, I handed them over, children said thank
you. Forty—some books took over an hour. When it was A Zhe’s turn, he came up and did
not take the dictionary first. He gave me a not—quite—standard salute, the class

applauded, and I raised my hand in return, my hand shaking a little. One dictionary
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remained at the end, for Xiao Yu, who was home sick. I meant to deliver it tomorrow.

At noon I sat at the back of the classroom during lunch. The holiday added a
dish, an extra drumstick for every child. The few who are always dawdling over their
trays finished everything that day. One child held up his bone and asked, teacher, do
chickens have Children’s Day when they are little. I played along: they do, chickens
get one more day than you. He thought it over seriously and said then chickens are
happier than you, you only get one a year. The teacher behind me heard that and

laughed out loud.

Further back still was the morning. I arrived at six thirty and decorated with
the PE teacher. He climbed high to hang streamers while I held his chair. His
shoelace came undone, he looked down at me, the chair wobbled, and we both laughed.
The back blackboard had been finished the night before, balloons and a drum drawn on
it. My drum came out crooked. Nobody mentioned it the next day; the children only

said it looked good.

After seven, the classroom empty, the balloon puffing gently at the corner of the
podium, I remembered something. Thirty years ago, in elementary school, Children’s
Day gifts were plastic pencil boxes, and our homeroom teacher gave her own to a
classmate who had none. I did not understand then. I only thought that teacher looked
truly fine. Now I stand at the podium handing out dictionaries, and I understand at
last. Looking fine is about the face; it is about being willing to give your share

away.

I put Xiao Yu's dictionary into my bag. Tomorrow I will hand it over, and all the
way home I thought about what to write on the flyleaf. Study harder sounds like an
official notice; be happy every day is too light. What I finally wrote was: this
dictionary will stay with you, the way today s holiday stayed with you. Then it still

felt awkward, so I crossed it out and rewrote, twice, before I was satisfied.

When I locked the classroom, the yellow balloon tapped the corner of the podium
in the draft, very softly. I took it home, and the next day I hung it by the back
blackboard with a note under it: whose balloon is this. Nobody claimed it for a week.
It stayed hanging there after that, and in graduation year a student came and took it

down, without saying it was his.

www. vv99. net



