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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
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
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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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