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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.

In fourth grade I got a new case with two built-in levels: a main compartment, a
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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 I 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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