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The Little Whale Inside the Lid

Summer break, cleaning the desk, the blue tin pencil case rolled out from under
the bed, its lid hitting the floor with a snap. I bent to pick it up, and the first
thing I saw was not the dust but the little whale sticker inside the lid. Its edges
had curled, its color had faded, but it was still there, tail up, floating on a sea
that had lost its blue.

It was not mine. On my birthday in sixth grade, my deskmate Lin Xiaoman slipped
me a small sheet of stickers mysteriously. Spread out, seven or eight little whales,
blue and green. She said that was the birthday gift, everything else was too
expensive. I was unhappy for half a minute, since other people got pencil bags and
journals. She panicked and said, you will like it. Home, I stuck one whale inside my
pencil case lid on a whim, and only then noticed she had stuck one inside her own lid

too, tail up, exactly like mine.

The next day she leaned over to look, eyes curving: one each, a pair. She held

out her little finger; I held out mine. Our two cases sat side by side in the middle
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of the desks like two adjoining little houses. She said, even if we go to different
middle schools later, we are not allowed to change the cases, or the whales will have
nowhere to live. I said okay. That day we each went home, and we waved at the school

gate a little longer than usual.

Then it really happened. She went to a school in the west of the city; I stayed
in the east. The first week I wrote her a letter asking whether the whale was still
there. She wrote back: it is, the case is just old, do not be ashamed of yours. We
never mentioned changing cases again. We met less, not even a few times a year; our
talks went from whole class periods to hurried sentences on holidays. I began to

think the promise had turned like a graduation autograph book, once turned, done.

Yet now I crouch in the light from under the bed, holding the dented 1id, and
find the whale has not fallen off. The glue is old, the edges are curled, and it has
not fallen. The tin case keeps for me the sixth—grade afternoon, the two adjoining
houses, the extra waves at the school gate. I put it back on the top shelf of my
desk. In that case in the west of the city, the whale must be there too. Some friends

are not seen often, but wherever the promise is stuck, they have not gone far.
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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 1lid
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.

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 1lid, 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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Why Is Your Case So 0ld, Asks My New Deskmate

My new deskmate stared at my pencil case for three days. On the fourth she
finally spoke: why is this case so old? The blue tin is worn to silver at the edges.
The answer came to my lips and then turned: old ones fit the hand. She wanted to ask

more, but the bell rang. She does not know that a whale still lives inside the 1lid.

The whale was a sticker from my deskmate Lin Xiaoman, a birthday gift in sixth
grade. One small sheet, seven or eight little whales, she said it was the present. 1
thought it too small and sulked for half a minute. She did not argue; she stuck one
inside her own case 1id, and I went home and stuck one inside mine, tail up,
identical. The next day we set the cases side by side and hooked little fingers: even
at different middle schools, no changing them, or the whales lose their home. The kid
in front laughed at us; we shifted the cases another half inch toward the middle.

That half inch was the most serious move of my entire primary school.
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Then she went west and I came to this school in the east. In two years we met
fewer times than one hand can count. The year we wrote letters, she replied: the
whale is here, the case is old, do not be ashamed of yours. Later even messages
thinned out, each schedule filled by a new school. Sometimes I wondered if I was the
only one who took the promise seriously. But I never changed my case. Not out of
thrift, out of fear. Change it and I lose the evidence, and the evidence is that
curled-edge whale inside the 1id, proof that twelve-year—old me spoke, made a pact,

and housed a friend carefully inside a tin box.

The new deskmate saw it after all. Borrowing an eraser that day, she flipped the
lid open and said: a sticker? Yes, I said, a whale. Whose, she asked. A friend’s, I
said, one each; hers is in the west of the city. She said oh, asked nothing further,
and returned the eraser more gently than usual. The next day she never mentioned the
old case again. Instead she moved her own pen bag onto the seam in the middle of the

desk, saying it sits steady there. Something moved in me. I said nothing.

After school I sent a message west: my new deskmate saw the whale today. She
replied fast: it has made a new friend. I stared at that line and laughed, then
closed the 1id. The blue inside the tin has faded a little more; the whale is still

there. An old friendship fed by new memories, it turns out, lives better than before.
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