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The Whale That Refused to Look Back

November twenty—seventh, Friday, sunny.

Tonight I watched a film made from a documentary, about a whale that was rescued
and returned to the sea. When it was young it was tangled in a fishing net and kept
in a pool while its wounds healed, and a young trainer stayed by it every day,
brushing the barnacles off its skin. After the whale recovered, a ship carried it to
a far strait and set it free. Before swimming into the open ocean it made one circle
beside the boat, then swayed away without looking back once, moving fast, its tail
beating the water like a door closing. The young trainer cried on the deck. Others
comforted him, and he said the whale does not look back because it is afraid that one

look would make it unwilling to leave.

When that line came, my pen stopped on this diary page for a long time, because I
remembered Lin Xiaoman. At the class split in the first year of middle school she was

moved away from Class One, and before she left we had a loud quarrel over something
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so small I can barely say it now, something about whose name was written one more
time on the duty roster. We are both stubborn, and neither would bow first. On the
day she left I stared at the window from my seat, thinking, if she comes to
apologize, 1 will forgive her. She did not come. Across the whole term I met her
three times in the cafeteria, and three times I turned my face to the other side, and
the voice inside said the same sentence every time: why should she be the one to

reach out first.

Watching the whale circle the boat, I suddenly understood: that circle is its way
of saying goodbye, and it does not look back not from coldness but from fear that it
would miss everything too much. Yet I never even made that one circle. I treated
turning my face away as backbone, when it was really cowardice. What I feared was
that if I turned back and she did not forgive me. Before leaving, Lin Xiaoman gave me
a pen, with a little whale she cut out stuck on the cap. That pen is still in my

pencil case, and I never had the heart to use it.

My plan is written on the page of today: on Saturday we have arranged to study at
the bookstore. I plan to bring that pen, and when I borrow her notes I will lay the
pen on top of her notebook. Nothing needs to be said; she can read the little whale.
If she can read it, this matter turns a new page. If she cannot, then I have still

completed my circle, and I lose nothing.

In the last scene the whale sings in the deep sea, its voice crossing the whole
strait. My final line reads: looking back is no shame; the shame is treating a turned

face as backbone, and keeping it turned for a whole term.
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