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The Distance Is a Place We Walked Out

You sit by the window, and you have sat there since the very first day of seventh

grade.

Outside your window lies the playground, and in class you kept sneaking glances

out there, until I threw a paper ball over and asked what on earth you were watching.

You said you were watching the track, wondering how far one lap really is. I said

one lap is four hundred meters, I will measure it with you at noon.

That noon we really measured it, your new shoes crunching on the rubber granules,

squeak by squeak.
You said, so the distance is like this too, measured out step by step.

In eighth grade your grades climbed and mine slid down, yet we still met on the

playground after school.

You took the mistake notebook out of your schoolbag, I took a pen out of mine,

and we spread one problem on our knees, split into two ways of solving it.

When the third explanation still would not get through, we sat down by the track
and talked from dusk until dark.

You said, do not be afraid, the distance is still there, it will not run away.

I said what frightens me is that on the day I reach the distance, you will not be

there.

You did not answer. You picked up a pebble from the edge of the field and threw

it far away, then said, just run after it.

In ninth grade evening study ended later and later, and the lamps by the
playground kept the last lap lit for us.

Our schoolbags grew fatter and fatter, our words fewer and fewer; one glance was

enough, one nod was enough.

The mock exam ranking was posted on the wall; you stood on tiptoe to point at my
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name, | reached up to point at yours.

Neither of us spoke. We walked one more lap around the playground, our shadows

folding into one shape under the lamp.

You began to talk about that faraway city, about the plane—tree avenue of the

university by the sea.

I began to write that faraway date on the corner of my desk, like writing a

promise that cannot be taken back.

Our schoolbags exchanged things countless times, half an eraser, one candy, a

whole night of courage.

In the last PE class we ran very slowly, as if running the final stretch together

with the three years themselves.

The playground was still four hundred meters, and we walked it so very slowly,

slowly enough to remember every lap.

You sat down on the steps of the stands and said, the distance is not really a

place, it is the road we walked out together.

I wanted to argue, then thought it over against three years of footprints, and

swallowed the words with a nod.

Yes, the distance is a place we walked out; your four hundred meters plus my four

hundred meters make it.

After graduation, schoolbags will be stored in cupboards, and the playground will
be left to the next class.

But when I walk toward the distance, my footsteps will always carry your rhythm.

The seat by the window will still face the window, the playground will still face
the window, and the distance will still hang at the end of the playground.

And you, ever since that noon in seventh grade, have been walking beside me.
I no longer ask how far the distance is. I only ask, who walks with me.

That question, you answered for me across three years.
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