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The Last Card on the Rope

Before the party broke up, I did something nobody noticed: I took the card pinned
in the middle of the rope, folded it, and slipped it into my Chinese textbook. On the
card it said: I hope everyone in Class 6-2 remembers today. It was our teacher’ s

handwriting. She probably had not counted the cards herself.
I think back on that afternoon starting from this card, working backward.

First the harmonica. The boy in the back row played the little star melody, and
it broke halfway. In the two seconds he froze, the room was quiet enough to hear the
ceiling fan turning. Then someone started humming, one person, two, a whole field of

voices, and the tune reconnected inside the humming. When he finished he bowed deeper
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than anyone had bowed all day.

Then the coin. The two boys’ magic trick, the coin lost under the handkerchief,
the whole class on the floor searching, and finally it fell out of the fold of his
cuff. His face went red, everyone laughed, and nobody said the words failed trick.
The monitor took her handkerchief back and said: next time lend me one that does not

leak. More laughter.

Further back, the telephone game. The tiger at the zoo opened its big mouth and
yawned, and by the time it reached me it was riding a bicycle to school. My job was
to pass the wrong sentence on, and I did it with a straight face, which made it
funnier. Our whole group was punished with meowing. I refused to meow at first, so

they held my shoulders and I meowed, which made me sound more convincing.

When the desks went back to their places, the five bright characters on the
blackboard still glowed. The monitor said do not erase them, so nobody did. The class
on duty the next day did not erase them either. The words stayed on the blackboard a
whole week, until the new bulletin covered them. Before they were covered, I had

drawn them into my weekly journal.

The card is still in my Chinese textbook, the folded edge now fuzzy. The wish on
it has actually come true: we do remember that day. We remember it in different ways.
Some remember the tiger on a bicycle, some the coin in a cuff, some the broken
harmonica. What I remember first is the wind at the end of the party, a whole rope of

cards swaying lightly, like a small grove of colored leaves applauding.

In two months we will scatter. Before we do, I want to show this card to our
teacher one more time. She will probably ask why I kept it. I will say: because it

was the truest wish of that day.
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