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How My Pencil Case Split Into Three

Two months into the new term, my pencil case could no longer close. It held two
black pens, a red pen, a blue pen, a highlighter, a compass, set squares, a
protractor, staples, half a roll of tape, a pack of tissues, and paper scraps fallen
out of every workbook. Once in a math exam I needed an auxiliary line, and I spent
forty seconds digging for a set square while the whole class was already writing. The
invigilator asked what was wrong. I said I was looking for my ruler. I still remember

those forty seconds.

Worse, the searching spread. After dumping the whole case out for that exam, I

shoved everything back in no particular order. The next day I hunted for a red pen,
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the day after for staples. At night, whether my pen lay on my left or my right
decided when I started writing. I realized the first five minutes at my desk each

evening were spent tidying, not studying.

One Sunday in late October I decided to split the case up. I found three clear
file bags: one for math, holding the compass, set squares, ruler, and pencil; one for
Chinese and English, holding black pens, the red pen, staples, and tape; and one for
things every subject needs, two black pens, an eraser, and the leftover space. The
old big case retired to carrying only that shared bag. The three bags stacked in

order beside it, and each one went back to its place after use.

In the first week I grabbed the wrong bag and brought the compass to my Chinese
homework. By the second week my hands knew where things were. By November, the first

five minutes at my desk had disappeared. I dropped my bag and opened my notebook.

After the bags split, I found my plans could split too. My weekend plan used to
be one long list, subjects mixed, and I always drifted to the easiest task while the
hardest stayed last and never got done. Copying the three bags, I folded my plan
sheet into three boxes, one for math, one for English, one for Chinese, three items
per box, crossing out a box when it was done. Whichever box stayed empty got filled

first. The plan went from one scary list to three small blocks, and I finished more.

My pencil case is still the same old one; it just no longer holds everything.
People ask why I still use such an old case in middle school. I tell them it now does
only one job. The case does one job, each pen stays in one bag, and each evening I
look first at the empty box on my plan sheet. Once everything had its place, I felt,
for the first time, that the thoughts in my head had their places too.
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