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Under the Lamp, My Pen Tip Walks for Me

Eleven o clock. The desk lamp turns a small circle of light upside down over my
desk.

Inside the circle of light, my pencil case lies open, like a little world that

stays awake.
The pen tip moves first. It is braver than I am.

It walks into the opening of a parabola for me; it fords the deep water of long

English sentences for me.
It steps very lightly, yet every stroke leaves a footprint.

Sometimes it halts in midair, ink gathering into a small black dot, like a

sentence swallowed back.
Then it falls and keeps walking. It never asks me whether I am afraid.
Wherever the pen tip has walked, it buries things I cannot say out loud.
Inside a solved final problem hides the city I want to go to.
Inside a line of words copied again and again hides a name I dare not read aloud.

Sticky notes cling to the inside of the pencil case lid, yellow, one small square

after another.
One says: finish these fifty words, then treat yourself to seeing the sea once.
Another says: if you cannot hold on, think of the exam hall six months from now.

The innermost note holds a single word, written, crossed out, then written again.

www. vv99. net



The glue marks on the notes layer over one another like tree rings.

Peeled-off old notes are crumpled into small balls and dropped into the pen
holder, and the holder grows a little taller.

Those paper balls in the holder are all the resolve saved up day by day.
The lamp never asks how much I have written. It simply keeps me company.
It presses my shadow onto the workbook, gently, like a hand.

It lights the fine shavings around the pen tip, and the little drifts of snow

piled from eraser crumbs.

It separates the real darkness outside the window into something that does not

concern me.
Outside there is wind, an occasional passing car, other people’ s holidays.

Inside the ring of light there are only the pen tip, the notes, and a draft page

growing denser with writing.

A small moth rests on the inside of the lampshade, taken in by this circle of
light for the night too.

Late into the night, the pen tip finally stops, as if it has finished today’ s

stretch of road.
I smooth the sticky notes flat, put the pen back in the case, click.
Before the little world turns off its light, it glimmers once.
I know it is not the lamp. Something inside the case turned over in its dream.
Tomorrow, perhaps, the pen tip will walk a farther road for me.

Perhaps one day the roads it has walked will join up and lead to the acceptance

letter I want.
And right now, the lamp, the pen tip, and the notes are all perfectly still.

None of them ever says the word dream, yet every night they are all present.
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The Night Ship Inside the Case

Our ship lies at anchor in Desk Harbor; white tin is its hull.

Every night at ten thirty, light comes from far away, a lighthouse that never

moves.

The navigator boards. He brings a day’ s tiredness and a half-finished bottle of

water.
The pen tip is the tallest mast aboard.
It does not point the way; it records it: one course line, then another.

The math exam paper is the deepest water in these seas; the mast sounded its

depth three times there.

The first time it touched bottom, the second it slipped, the third it planted

firm.
The moment the mast stood firm, everything on board trembled once, softly.
The sticky notes are our sea charts, pasted along the cabin walls.

Each note marks one port: Monthly Exam Port, Midterm Port, and the great harbor

called June.

Beside some ports, small writing warns: heavy swells here, bring spare erasers,

bring a steady heart.

Oldest of the charts, its corners already curling, holds just four words: I want

faraway places.
The lamp comes every night and never asks where we are bound.

It only spreads light on the sea so the navigator can see a hand s—breadth around
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the pen tip.

One night the lamp shifted, and I saw the navigator asleep at his desk, the

mast’ s shadow lying across his breathing.

No one gave an order; the whole ship went silent, waiting for him to sit up by
himself.

He sat up, uncapped the pen, and the chart’s course grew one square longer.
Eraser crumbs fell on the deck like snow melting mid-voyage.
We knew it was not snow. It was yesterday s self, erased by his hand.

Deep in the cabin we keep old things: a pencil broken in half, the corner of a

note written full and torn.
They are anchor scars from the last voyage.

Under the hull lies a fine silt of pencil dust, like days the logbook never

recorded.

There is one dent in the tin, left by the night the ship fell off the edge of the
desk.

It climbed back up, found the mast intact, and sailed again that same evening.
At twelve thirty, the lighthouse goes out, and the navigator leaves the ship.
We stow the mast, smooth the charts, and the hull locks with a click.

The tin ship rocks once in the dark — but there is no sea; it is only the desk

breathing.
Tonight the lighthouse will shine again, and the chart will stretch farther.
We believe the water they call June is within our reach.

And even if the farthest port cannot be reached, the sea remembers every place

our mast has stood.

And the navigator will learn, one day, that not one course line he rowed out

night after night was wasted.
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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.
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I reached faraway places, farther than that note ever wrote.

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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