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Two Schoolbags

In the corner of the playground lean two schoolbags, one blue and one gray, their

straps tangled together like two little animals shaking hands.

The blue one belongs to Lin Xiaoyu, the gray one to Chen Wang, and the whole

class knows they are best friends.

After PE class dismisses, the two schoolbags stay alone under the white poplar

tree, watching the whole playground run back and forth.

A patch of the blue bag is soaked with sweat; the gray one is nudged by the wind

to sway once, as if handing over a tissue.

Of course schoolbags cannot do anything. The ones who do things are Lin Xiaoyu

and Chen Wang.

The day of the midterm exam, Lin Xiaoyu failed math and sat alone on the highest

step of the stands.

Chen Wang did not go over to lecture her. She only carried her own gray schoolbag

over and placed it beside her.

The two schoolbags leaned together; the two girls sat the length of one arm

apart, and neither spoke.

Later Lin Xiaoyu said she did not cry that day, because the gray schoolbag was

there.

The mother of Chen Wang noticed that Chen Wang had begun carrying bags for others

too, one holding her own textbooks, one holding the trust of others.

The schoolbags grew heavier day by day, stuffed with test papers, mistake

notebooks, dictionaries, and stack after stack of tomorrows.

The two girls grew taller day by day, the hems of their uniforms gathering inch
by inch.

On the day of the thousand—meter test, Chen Wang twisted her ankle on the last

lap, and Lin Xiaoyu ran back from ahead and held her arm.

The teacher keeping time said those two girls crossed the line last, but they

were the brightest smiling of all.

When evening study ended, they walked out of the classroom with two schoolbags on
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their backs, the straps creaking softly in the night.

They talked about the distance, saying they wanted to go to a very far city, far

enough to see a real sea.

Schoolbags cannot hear the word distance, yet inside them are tucked the

application forms written for the distance.
Graduation drew closer, and the poplar leaves fell layer after layer.

Lin Xiaoyu stuck a note on the gray bag: when you go to the distance, remember to
look back.

Chen Wang stuck a note on the blue bag: walk slowly, wait for me.

For the last time the two schoolbags leaned together under the poplar, their

shadows folded into one, impossible to tell apart.

The playground remembers two pairs of footprints, one light, one heavy, their

steps always waiting for each other.
Many years later people will scatter, but the playground will not forget.
The distance is still far, but they are no longer afraid.

Because they have both seen what companionship looks like: like the shadow of the

poplar tree, falling on a schoolbag without a sound.

And growing up is carrying a heavier and heavier schoolbag, walking one more lap

around the playground, with that person still beside you.
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