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Two Little Houses Side by Side

In the middle of Class Three, Grade Six, there were two little houses. Houses, in
quotes: two pencil cases, one blue tin, one white tin, side by side on the seam where
two desks met, neither crossing the line. The class long ago got used to it. They
were the boundary stones of Zhou Hang and Lin Xiaoman, deskmates from third to sixth

grade, who never once fell out.

The whale stickers appeared that spring. On his birthday, Lin Xiaoman gave Zhou
Hang a small sheet of stickers, seven or eight little whales. He froze for a moment,
unimpressed by such a small gift. She did not argue; she stuck one whale inside her
own case lid. Zhou Hang watched it a while, went home, and stuck one inside his 1id
too, tail up, exactly like hers. The next day they set the cases side by side and
held out little fingers: when we go to different middle schools, no changing the
cases, or the whales will have nowhere to live. The kid in front heard this and
laughed at them for being childish. They ignored him and shifted the cases another
half inch toward the middle.
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Then graduation came, one to the east of the city, one to the west, and that
half-inch boundary was dismantled. Later, talk went around the class that Zhou Hang
had bought a new case, that Lin Xiaoman got along with her new deskmate. The talkers
had not seen anything; it was just talk. Both cases were actually still there, and
the whales too; no one just set them side by side anymore. The blue on the tin faded
a little more each day, the sticker edges curled a little more each day, like the

road two children walked as they grew, neither turning back in time.

The class reunion was years later, in winter break, most of the class gathered.
Zhou Hang arrived late, saw Lin Xiaoman first, froze half a second, sat down. Midway
through the talk he took a blue tin case from his bag, one corner dented. She glanced
at it and took a white one from her bag. The two cases went side by side on the
table, on the seam that no longer existed. She opened her lid, the whale curled at
the edges inside; he opened his, his whale still there. The whole table teased them;
neither dodged, neither explained. At the end they waved goodbye in the stairwell,

longer than at the school gate all those years ago.

The two little houses later moved into separate desk drawers, still stored side
by side, a layer of cloth between them. With the whales still stuck on, the promise

never came apart.
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