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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

with a light single—layer plastic one. In the first term of fifth grade, my chair leg
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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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