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Years Later, a Lamp Still Glows in the Case

On moving day, at the bottom of a cardboard box, my hand found an old pencil

case.
The blue on its tin had faded into a color I cannot name.
Click. The zipper had rusted, but it opened all the same.
A fountain pen with a dulled tip rolled out first, like a retired old sailor.
I unscrewed its cap; dry for years, it still remembered the angle of my grip.
I pressed it to scrap paper and drew one stroke.

No ink came. But my hand remembered how, on winter nights, it had traveled for me

under the lamp.

Inside the 1id, the glue on the sticky notes had long failed, yet not one square
had fallen.

In the faded handwriting, those four words were still there: I want faraway

places.

The small line beside it survived too: heavy swells here, bring spare erasers,

bring a steady heart.

Suddenly I could see that night again: the lamp turning its light over the desk,
the pen tip slipping before the hardest problem, then planting firm.

I remembered how wide the pool of lamplight was — one hand’ s—breadth, just

enough to hold an entire ninth grade.

I remembered eraser crumbs piled beside the pen tip, like a light snow over the

desk that never stopped falling.
The characters written on those nights, I thought I had long forgotten.

Yet at every signature since, every time I write my own name, they quietly show
up.

I reached faraway places, farther than that note ever wrote.
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Not one problem I solved survives to today, but the stubbornness of solving it

does.
So the pencil case never really held pens and paper.

It held a stretch of persistence lit by a lamp, and a pen tip that walked the

road for me.

And it held the child hunched inside that ring of light, sure the whole world was

asleep.

He had no idea how far he could go; he only knew tomorrow s lessons still had to

be heard, tomorrow’ s problems still had to be solved.
He simply walked day after day, until the lamp became part of himself.
I put the old pen and the old notes back inside. I did not throw them away.

In the new apartment I twist on the desk lamp, and its light falls over the desk,

exactly as wide as that year.
I sit down, as if returning to a school desk not yet tidied.
The case rests at the edge of the circle of light, quiet, locked with a click.

Only years later did I understand: that lamp never went out. It simply moved

inside me.

Every night from now on that calls for travel, it lights itself.
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