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The One Who Sits Behind Them

Zhou Yang sits in the fourth row, directly behind the pair of deskmates in the
third row. He is the leader of this group, and he is the one who arranges the

cleaning roster, so he sees more clearly than anyone what those two do.

The boy by the window is named Xiao Ming. Zhou Yang first noticed him because of
his hair: cut extremely short, standing up strand by strand. During the morning
appearance check, the duty students pressed their hands on it and could not flatten
it down. He has a round face with a few pale freckles across his nose, and he is

quiet. Zhou Yang rarely sees him raise his hand, and rarely sees him leave his seat.

One test in November, Zhou Yang watched the girl on the inner side turn her
pencil case upside down, then rummage through her schoolbag, her shoulders hunching
tighter and tighter. He was thinking, she forgot something again, should he remind
her to raise her hand and tell the teacher. Before he could move, Xiao Ming took a

new eraser out of his own case, broke it in two with a snap, and slid the larger half
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across. The whole thing took less than ten seconds. Neither of them said a word; both
kept their heads down and went on writing. Zhou Yang, sitting behind them, paused
with his pen in midair. He thought: if the person next to him forgot something, he
would probably hand over his own, but breaking a brand—new one in half, he might not
be willing to do that.

In late October it was the turn of their big group for cleaning duty, and Xiao
Ming and the girl were paired to sweep. Zhou Yang followed behind carrying the
dustpan to collect the trash. He watched Xiao Ming sweep very slowly, the broom
circling around the desk legs. A clump of paper scraps stuck to the floor would not
move after two pushes, so Xiao Ming crouched down, scraped it off with his
fingernails, and flicked it into the dustpan. Zhou Yang opened his mouth, about to
say that nobody can see that bit of dirt, the inspection never checks under the desk

legs anyway, then swallowed the words.

When it came time to carry out the trash, the mouth of the bag kept coming open.
Xiao Ming pinched it shut while the girl lifted the bottom, and the two of them
swayed their way toward the bin by the stairs. Zhou Yang trailed after them with an
empty dustpan, watching their shadows stretch long under the hallway light, one tall

and one short, disappearing around the corner.

That evening Zhou Yang wrote the class log. For the duty column he had planned to
write only one word: done. He paused, then added a line: the two students in the
third row swept carefully and carried the trash downstairs. After writing it, he
thought for a moment more, and on the back page of his diary he wrote a sentence that
had nothing to do with the log: today I saw someone break a new eraser in half. If

anyone ever asks me what a good friend is, I will show them this.
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