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I Served as a Judge at the Platter Contest

November 4th, Wednesday, sunny.

At the fruit platter contest the day before yesterday, our group had only three
people because Xiao Ya was absent, so we withdrew. The teacher saw me idle and
pressed a scoring sheet into my hands: come, be a junior judge. I was delighted at
first, since a judge meant a license to eat through all nine groups’ platters in
broad daylight. Then the rows of criteria on the sheet stopped me cold: design
creativity, knife work and plating, teamwork, presentation, five stars each, plus one

line of comment required.

I carried the sheet and watched from Group One onward. Only while watching the
designs did I learn that every beautiful platter had first been sketched on scratch
paper, some in two drafts. Group Three’ s sketch labeled who cuts, who arranges, who
presents, with arrows drawn like a battle map. I stole a long look at that sheet. So
teamwork is not four people diving in together; it is dividing the work clearly

first.
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Watching the cutting made me feel even more amateur. I thought anyone could cut
fruit. But up close, those apple slices were all the same thickness, the banana
slices had been soaked in salt water to stay pale, and when grapes were pinched in
half, the cut faces matched each other. In Group Five a boy slicing oranges
discovered halfway that his slices were too thick. Instead of throwing them out, the
group moved the thick ones to the bottom layer and the thin ones on top, plating a
gradient. I gave their creativity five stars and wrote the comment: the thick slices

were not discarded; their brains never stopped.

The presentation round tested people most. Some groups recited their scripts
perfectly while the hands carrying the plates trembled; others spoke in stumbles yet
set the plate down steady as stone. I agonized over how to score. When our class’ s
traditional powerhouse came up, their swan platter was genuinely beautiful, but
during the introduction only the group leader spoke while the other three stood
beside them like sign holders. I hesitated, then gave their teamwork four stars. The
moment my pen came down my heart skipped, as if I had done something shameful. But
when results were posted the next day, the powerhouse really missed the top three,

and the teacher said the judges’ scores matched what she had observed.

At night I wrote in my diary: being a judge is far harder than eating platters.
The tongue only asks whether things are sweet; the scoring sheet also reads knife
work, division of labor, and who is patching whose holes. Withdrawing had felt
unfair, but this round I understood the contest, and that was worth more than winning

one prize.
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