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Names on the Back of the Stamp Card

The other day, tidying old books, a card slid out of a dictionary. Pale blue, its
corners worn round, with six round stamps on the front: marbles, paper balls, ring
toss, blind drum, cup stacking, riddles. On the back a row of names in different
colored pens, the bottom line mine, traced over twice. Near the card s bottom right
corner there is a faint round dent, pressed in by a rolling marble. I sat on the

floor and thought: that afternoon could be lived backwards.

Back to a quarter to four, the last twenty minutes before closing. A long queue
formed at the prize table: six stamps for a pack of hard candy, eight for a notebook.
My six stamps became candy, and I handed some out to the stall keepers. The answer to
the riddle stand’ s last riddle was a slip of paper that only turned up the next day,
pressed under the bottom of a box across the playground. One cup was missing from the
cup—stacking stall; we searched all evening and found it under a flowerpot the next

morning.
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Further back, past three. I was at the blind drum stall, blindfolded, spinning
three times, gripping the drumstick, hearing voices from every direction. One keeper
shouted a little to the left, another shouted you’ ve gone past, and I stood frozen.
The class monitor finally took my wrist and led me to the drum. My first strike hit,
the sound dull and round, everyone clapping. There was a white line taped on the
floor, the starting line; the keeper said no more than two meters, and I think I

nearly crossed it.

Further back still, two o clock, the first item on the schedule. The chorus stood
before the podium, and the reciting boy forgot his words in the middle of the stage,
silence for three seconds, then the music teacher gave him the cue and he carried on.
I was queuing at the ring toss then, clutching three bamboo rings, one chip of red
lacquer worn off. Ahead of me in line was a tiny first—grader forever on tiptoe,

craning forward.

All the way back to the previous afternoon. We carried desks, filled basins,
counted marbles, forty counted three times over. The publicity member stood on a
chair to draw the safety notice for the door, the loudspeaker came out crooked, and
nobody laughed. The schedule was posted on the blackboard, and someone stuck a little
star on it. I left last that day, and the duty monitor had taped a small note on the
doorframe: see you tomorrow. Under the lamp the card in the dictionary lies face
down; some of those names on the back I haven’ t spoken to in years, yet every hand is

still there, and so is the line traced twice.
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