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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 1id on a whim, and only then noticed she had stuck one inside her own 1lid

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

of the desks like two adjoining little houses. She said, even if we go to different
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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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