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The Term I Kept Two Pencil Cases on My Desk

For one term in eighth grade, I kept two pencil cases side by side on my desk. On
the right stood the new one, gray, upright, flung wide open with one pull of its
zipper. On the left lay the old one, navy blue, two years worn, its magnetic clasp
long loose, held shut by a rubber band. A classmate came over to do homework, saw the
two cases lying together, and asked why I kept a broken one. I thought for a moment

and said: I want to see what makes them different.
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I had set up this comparison myself. The day the new case arrived, I was about to
put the old one in a drawer, then stopped halfway. That old case had held all the
scramble of my first year of middle school: its clasp sprang open three times, once
in the corridor, scattering pencils and erasers across the floor while I crouched to
gather them and people walked around me. Its interior always held pencil shavings,
its inner pocket stuffed with crumpled draft paper, and one gel pen whose cap was
never found. I placed the new case on the right, the old one on the left, and let
neither disturb the other. I wanted one term to watch what became of everything moved
from left to right.

In the first month, I noticed the moved things had slimmed down. The old case
held seven pens; the new one keeps only three: black, red, pencil. The old case’s
pocket had eleven dog—eared notes, all written, none read; the new case carries a
sticky pad no bigger than my palm, and I set a rule: one note a day, dealt with the
same day. That capless pen from the old case I did not move. I threw it away. The day
I did, I surprised myself: it turns out you can discard something without a grand
reason. It does not work well. That is enough. The old me could not bear to discard,

so the case grew heavier, and heavier meant messier.

In the second month, the comparison turned on me. One evening after study hall, I
reached for the rubber band on the new case — no, the new case has no rubber band. [
froze for a few seconds before remembering: the band holding the old case shut was
one I had casually looped on at term s start, and it had been holding it for two
months. I unlooped it, and the old 1id snapped shut no more. In that moment it struck
me that the old case was not kept alive by its own defect but by the patch I had
thrown at it. And I too was living on patches somewhere: Mom checking my bag every
morning, my deskmate reminding me to hand in homework. The new case feels clean
because I removed patches and replaced them with rules: pack before bed, check the

assignment list before class ends.

At term’ s end, I moved the last thing out of the old case: a note written on the
first day of seventh grade, four characters: stop being late. It had lain in that
messy pocket for a whole year, and I had forgotten it existed. And through that year,
I had not been late once. I stuck it inside the new lid, next to the fresh sticky
pad. The old case had finished its job. I put it in the drawer.

Now only one case sits on my desk. But I think I will remember that term of two
cases side by side for a long time. It showed me that growing up is not becoming tidy
on some sudden day. It is setting old and new side by side, finally admitting the
right one is better, and being willing to carry over, little by little, the last
things from the left.
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