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The Day I Retired My 0ld Pencil Case, I Found a Note

from Three Years Ago

The day my new pencil case arrived, Mom set the parcel on the dining table and
told me to open it myself. Inside was a dark blue cloth case with three compartments
and a shiny zipper. To be honest, I felt no surprise. I just moved things over from
the old case, one by one. Halfway through, I paused. This was my fourth pencil case.

Changing cases had quietly become a ruler marking how much I had grown.

In first grade I used a tin case that snapped open on both sides, loud enough to
turn heads in class. It stayed with me until the second term of third grade, when its

clasp broke and it kept slowly opening under my arm during lessons. Mom replaced it
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with a light single—layer plastic one. In the first term of fifth grade, my chair leg
crushed that plastic case flat, and pens squeezed out of the crack and rolled all
over the floor. Our homeroom teacher handed me a clear zippered case and said it
would do. That clear case stayed with me for over two years. Its pen grooves wore
white, and the little rocket sticker on the 1lid curled up at the corners. 1 had
always assumed the next case would come only when this one wore out or broke. This
time I realized it was not broken. I had changed. In elementary school one case held
a dozen things, markers, stickers, spare erasers, most of them unused. Now the new
case fits only pens, a few daily tools, and my mistake tags. With fewer things, 1

actually work faster.

While emptying the old case, a folded slip of paper fluttered out of the inner
pocket. I picked it up. The handwriting was third grade, crooked and unsure: Do not
keep losing things. The character for lose was not written correctly; I had used
pinyin instead. I stared at it for a long time. The third-grade me had set a rule,
tucked it into the case, and I never looked at it again. Yet over these two years I
seem to have slowly lived up to it: a quick sweep of the desk before class ends,
emptying the pouch on weekends. The reminder that kid tucked away never left. It just

took me two years to notice it was still there.

I stuck the note inside the lid of the new case, where I can see those crooked
characters and that pinyin every time I open it. I did not throw the old case away.
It sits at the back of my desk drawer. Sometimes I catch sight of it and think: cases
come and go, tin to plastic, plastic to clear zipper, now to cloth. The things that

truly stay have been moved from one case into another.

After a week with the new case, I can find everything inside it with my eyes
closed. The old case rests quietly in the drawer, and the careless little kid it once
held seems to have been packed inside it too. Growing up is like that. Nothing
changes on one sudden day. You only see how far you have walked when the old things
take their bow.
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The Note Inside the Lid Keeps the 0ld Me in Mind

Taped inside the 1lid of my new pencil case is a yellow sticky note with curled
corners. It carries one line: finish the thing you least want to do today. I wrote it
in the first week of eighth grade. But it truly started working only after my old

case retired.

The old one was an army—green canvas roll pouch with a red string I had tied to
its zipper pull. It served me from sixth grade through seventh, carrying the whole
household of upper elementary: two stacks of notebooks, a roll of draft paper, the
red pen for corrections, and a pack of tissues Mom had stuffed in. Back then my case
was a warehouse. I threw everything in and spent ages digging out a single black pen.
One math quiz in seventh grade, I hunted for my compass, upended the whole pouch on
the desk, and stationery clattered everywhere while two minutes of exam time drained
away. The proctor said nothing, just glanced at me. I remember that glance to this

day.

www. vv99. net



On the night of finals, I sorted everything in the pouch into three piles: still
in use, untouched for three months, long broken. Broken went out, untouched went into
a drawer, and what I still used went back in. The pouch went flat and felt half as
heavy in my hand. The next day I placed the flattened pouch on the lowest shelf of my
desk, without throwing it away. It did not leave because it broke. I emptied it. That
was the first time it struck me: there were not too many things; I simply could not
hold on to what mattered.

Before the new term, I picked out my new case myself, a standing pen-box style.
While packing it I made one rule: one of each tool, no spares. For the last slot, I
stuck on that note, after thinking a long time about the words. Every morning I open
the 1lid and see it before I see the pens. For the first days it annoyed me. Before
the unit test on the first chapter, I stared at the hardest word problem for ten
minutes, then remembered the note and forced myself to start there. That problem

earned full marks. After that, the note stopped bothering me.

Sometimes I recall that afternoon of digging for a compass, and my face still
warms a little. Now the new case opens to everything at once, a three—second scan, no
digging. What I saved was not just two minutes but a kind of panicked feeling. I came
to understand that managing stationery is really managing attention: every useless

item in the case adds another note of static in the head.

The old pouch still sits on that shelf, red string attached. Last weekend I took
it out to wipe off dust and found a stub of pencil inside, the one I had chewed on in
sixth grade. I put it back and closed the shelf door. In the new case, one sticky
note was used up. I peeled off the full one and replaced it with a fresh one, my
handwriting neater than half a year ago. The case is new, the note is new, and the
person writing is quietly changing too. The one thing unchanged is the reminder:
finish the thing you least want to do first. It remembers the old me for me, and

keeps an eye on the present one.
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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.

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

www. vv99. net



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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