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The Card That Was Never Given

Beibei transferred in at the start of the term and sits by the window. Before
June 1st the teacher announced a handmade card exchange. Beibei made one at home,
drawing two boats on the card, a big one and a small one, floating side by side. He
put the card in the innermost pocket of his backpack, pulled the zipper twice, then
pressed a dictionary on top of the pocket, afraid the card might slip out by itself,

and also afraid it would never come out.

During the first break the exchange began. Cards were everywhere, children

handing them over and huddling to compare drawings. Beibei reached into his backpack,
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touched the pocket, and pulled his hand back. He told himself he had not decided whom
to give it to first. Really he wanted to give it to his deskmate Nannan, but she was

talking to the class behind, and he did not know how to join in.

Nannan noticed. She did not ask why he was not exchanging. She simply took a card
from her own backpack, walked to his desk and said, this one is the pothos on our
windowsill, for you, because you water it for me every day. She slipped it into the
outer pocket of his backpack and went back to watering the plant without waiting for

an answer.

Beibei looked at the card in the outer pocket for a long time. The pothos leaves
were drawn round and filled in solidly, as if she feared any leaf might not be green
enough. He read the card three times in his head, then opened the inner pocket and
took out his two little boats and held them.

In the second break, Beibei waited until Nannan sat alone, then walked over,
placed the card on her desk and said, for you. His voice was tiny, but she heard.
Nannan opened the card, saw the two boats and asked, which one is you. Beibei thought

a while and said, I do not know, the two are looking at each other.

Nannan stuck both cards side by side on the display board at the back of the
classroom, saying, now the whole class can see your boats. Dozens of cards covered
the board. Beibei searched a while before finding theirs, next to each other,

floating side by side just like in the drawing.

At dismissal Beibei packed his bag and found the inner zipper somehow closed and
the dictionary moved back into his book pile. He shouldered his backpack, walked to
the door, and looked back at the board. The two boats were still there. The bell rang
for the next break, and without moving at all, they kept drifting forward.

Next morning Beibei’ s backpack had a new small pocket sewn on, blue cloth, by his
own hand. Nannan asked what it was for. Beibei said, for cards. Next break, I will

use this one straight away.
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