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The Three—Story Building in My Pencil Case

Before fourth grade, my pencil case was one big bag. Everything lay in the same
compartment, pencils rolling against erasers, a ruler jammed in sideways, the zipper
rarely closing. In class I would plunge my hand in and stir, using whatever I
touched. Once the teacher asked me to draw a line segment on the board with a
straight ruler. I fumbled inside the case for half a minute while the class below

started to laugh. My ears burned, and I carried the ruler up upside down.
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In fourth grade I got a new case with two built—-in levels: a main compartment, a
thin zippered layer, and an elastic strap inside. On the first night I lay on the
desk studying it, and it suddenly looked like the three—story building downstairs
from my home. So I assigned floors to my stationery. The ground floor by the door
housed what [ used most every day, two sharpened pencils and my eraser, within
instant reach. The second floor housed correction tools, a short ruler and a spare
pencil, clipped onto the elastic strap. The top thin layer housed the occasional
ones, the compass, a spare eraser, and the pencil leads my mother added. From that

day the compass never pricked my hand again, because it lived at the very back.

Something small happened the day after the move—in. In math class, before the
teacher finished her sentence about drawing shapes, my ruler was already out of the
second floor, under three seconds. The same action used to take me a dozen seconds of
digging. I finished the drawing faster than usual that day, and even helped my

deskmate find his set square.

But a new trouble came along. A tidy case keeps attracting new tenants:
watercolor pen caps from art class, a pebble from science class, stickers from
classmates, all shoved in on the spot. In less than a month the ground floor was
overrun with cookie crumbs and paper scraps. My mother reminded me that even a
building needs cleaning. Our teacher, Ms. Huang, had just set the last three minutes
of every Friday as class tidying time. I used those three minutes for three things:
pull out everything that did not belong and throw the scraps away; put the ground and
second floor items back in place; then test, eyes closed, whether I could find each

thing. Anything I could not find got a new floor.

After I kept up the weekly cleaning, my case never bulged again. The clearest
payoff came at final exams. On math exam day I set my pens and ruler on their floors
before the bell. While others were dumping their cases out, I wrote my name right

away. | finished with eight minutes to spare and caught two calculation mistakes.

Now when anyone asks how I keep my pencil case tidy, I show them my little
building. The ground floor by the door for daily tools, the second floor for
correction tools, the top floor for the occasional ones, and one cleaning every
Friday. The stationery lives steadily, so my mind stays on the lesson. It is a small

thing I learned in fourth grade, and it works.
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Moving My Deskmate Out of Stationery Chaos

Sports day is always happening inside my deskmate’ s pencil case. His pencils,
erasers, and rulers all cram into one big compartment, and every morning before class
they hold a contest for who gets crushed at the bottom. He loses his red pen twice a
month, and each time he finds a fountain pen to replace it, because the two look
alike. Once the teacher sent him to the board to write characters with a fountain
pen. He dug through his case for a full thirty seconds and produced a dry one. The

whole class watched him drag it across the blackboard, leaving no color.

That day I decided to help him move. He had seen my case and said mine opened
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like a shop shelf while his opened like a junk pile. I taught him my system, three

rules in all.

Rule one: sort by layers. I told him to find an old pencil pouch with two mesh
pockets at home. The outer pocket holds what you need the moment you sit down. Rule
two: daily tools stay outside, two pencils and an eraser, where a blind hand can find
them. The inner pocket takes the occasional ones, compass, colored pens, spares. He
resisted at first, claiming he uses everything daily. I asked him to count how often
each item gets used in one class period. He found that only the pencil and eraser
truly matter in a lesson; the rest go untouched. Rule two convinced him that same

day.

Rule three: weekly cleaning. We agreed to tidy our cases together every Friday
after school, facing each other. The rule: dump everything onto the desk, then ask
each item, did you get used this week? Unused items go to the side pocket of the bag
and home to our mothers; broken ones go to the trash; only survivors re—enter the
case. The first clean—out yielded three pencil stubs, one hardened eraser, seven
stickers, and half a cookie. He laughed at himself. The second clean—out produced

half as much junk. The third took him one minute.

The changes came little by little. First, his searching time during class
questions shrank, from thirty seconds to ten, then to none. Then his red pen stopped
getting lost, because it lived in the outer pocket and returned to the door after
use. Later still, he daydreamed less. I noticed this myself: he used to dig through
his case three or four times a period, his eyes following his hand. Once the case was

clean, his hand had nothing to do, and his eyes went back to the blackboard.

Teaching my deskmate for half a term made me walk through the three rules again
myself. Explaining them to someone else showed me why each one matters. Layers keep
the hand from getting lost. Daily tools stay outside because the hand is faster than
the head. Weekly cleaning matters because a case gets messy in secret, and once it is

messy enough, a person stops searching and starts making do with the wrong things.

On the last day of term, my deskmate’ s case still opened into two mesh pockets,
with pencils and eraser standing at the door. When the teacher sent him to write
characters on the board, he drew his fountain pen in two seconds. I counted from my
seat. Two seconds. My method was alive in his hands, and that made me happier than

using it well myself.
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Friday Inside the Pencil Case

I am a tin pencil case, living in the side pocket of Li Xiaoman’s schoolbag, a
fifth-grade boy. Every Monday morning, his mother loads my belly: three pencils, an
eraser, a plastic ruler, a red pen. By Friday my belly holds a different inventory,
let me count it out: the three pencils become two and a half, the third chewed blunt;

the eraser wears seven holes punched by a compass; one ruler is broken, the one his
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deskmate sat on; the red pen is gone, though two extra caps have appeared from
nowhere; plus two marbles, a paper dart, half an eraser of unknown origin, and a
scatter of cookie crumbs. The dart pokes my divider into a bulge, and my lid needs

two presses to snap shut.

Something happened on Wednesday of one such week. The math teacher asked the
class to draw angles, and Xiaoman reached in for his protractor. He did not know the
protractor was inside me. He did not know what was inside me at all. His hand raked
through my belly, pushing pencils onto the ruler, pressing the ruler onto the red
pen, and the dart scratched his finger. He searched for forty seconds and finally
borrowed one from the row in front. The protractor came, but he spent the lesson
apologizing, first for the ruler, then for the pen, and every time the teacher

glanced his way his head dropped.

That Friday after school, his mother carried me onto the kitchen table and said,
we clean once every Friday. She dumped me and everything inside onto a cloth.
Marbles, dart, crumbs, the seven—holed eraser, the chewed pencils, each one carried
away. She gave Xiaoman an old tin can for the unusable ones. Then she wiped my
divider clean and put things back, but differently: pencils and eraser near the lid,
instantly reachable; ruler and protractor standing along the inner edge; the red pen
lying alone in the divider. Mother calls this daily tools outside, occasional tools

inside.

Ever since, the cloth comes out every Friday. Week one produced three useless
items, week two one, week three the cloth came back empty and Mother folded it away.
Xiaoman invented his own check: before bed he closes his eyes and reaches into me
once, and if he finds the protractor he sleeps. In week one he could not find it,
because it lay in the wrong place, and the next morning he moved it to the edge
himself. Later he found the ruler blindfolded in three seconds, faster than with his

eyes open.

By the week of midterms, my belly held only six things: two pencils, an eraser, a
ruler, a protractor, a red pen. On English listening day, Xiaoman opened my lid, set
the pencil at the corner of his desk, and closed me with a soft click. He later told
his mother he never once looked down at me that day. I heard it from the side pocket.

A tin case cannot feel pride, but I snapped shut extra tight that day.

My belly still holds six things, reviewed on the cloth every Friday night. The
pencils live by the door, never needing to be hunted for, only reached for. That is
one week in the life of a pencil case, from chaos to calm. Xiaoman calls it tidying.

I call it coming home.
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