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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 0ld? 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 1lid, 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.

Then she went west and I came to this school in the east. In two years we met
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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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