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Grandpa’ s Wood Shavings

A week before school started, Mom wanted to take me to the store for a pencil
case. Grandpa waved his hand and said, do not buy one, I will make it for you. I was
not sure. Pencil cases in the store glowed and popped open by themselves. How could a

wooden box compare with them?

Early the next morning, Grandpa carried out a cypress board he had kept for years
and laid it on the long bench in the yard. He squatted down to study the grain, the
way one studies a map. Then he stretched the ink line, snapped it, and a straight
black line appeared on the board. The saw sang its quick song, and the board became
four pieces. Grandpa took the hand plane, leaned slightly forward, and pushed and
pulled. Wood shavings curled out, landing on his trousers and covering the ground.
They were thin and shiny, curled up like rings of candy wrappers. I squatted beside

him, fascinated, and watched the whole afternoon.
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Grandpa made the box three times. The first board was half planed when he said
the grain was wrong, and he took it apart. The second board was half assembled when
he said the joints were too wide, and he took it apart again. The third time, he
worked the whole evening before the four boards became a square box with two small
brass hinges. On the 1lid he carved a cloud, its tail curling like the clouds he used

to draw when he was young.

What I remember most is the day he carved my name. Grandpa put on his reading
glasses and used a small carving knife to cut my name on the front of the box. Stroke
by stroke he worked slowly, then brushed clear lacquer into the grooves, and the name
began to shine. He lifted the box, ran his thumb over the four corners to make sure

there were no splinters, and only then put it into my new schoolbag.

At school the next day, I set the wooden pencil case on the corner of my desk. My
deskmate spotted it first, then the rows around us gathered round. Someone asked
where I bought it. I said my grandpa made it. Someone else touched the cloud on the
lid and said it was grander than any store box. When I opened it to take out my

pencils, I found a brand new eraser inside. Grandpa had slipped it in quietly.

After school I placed the box on the table for Grandpa to see. He laughed, and
the lines on his face crowded together. He said a wooden box grows darker with use,
and the more you use it, the better it looks. I use it every day now. The corners
really have grown rounder, the wood has grown deeper in color, and my carved name
shines under the lamp. Every time I open the box, I seem to see those curling

shavings in the yard again, and Grandpa bent over his work, pushing, pulling.
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