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The 0l1d Pencil Case and Its Day

On the first day of third grade, Mom put a brand—new blue pencil case into my
schoolbag. It was shiny enough to show my finger in it, the spaceship pattern blazing
blue, and the latch so stiff I had to press hard to open it. I slapped it on the
desk: snap, open; snap, shut. I played with it through the whole morning reading

period.

I had already studied everything inside it. The upper layer has seven round
grooves, and I lined the pencils up by height; in the lower tray the eraser keeps the
left, the ruler lies flat along the bottom, the scissors wedge into the right, and
nobody crowds anybody. I practiced that arrangement for three days until I could do
it with my eyes shut. My deskmate teased me for being fussy. I said it makes things

fast to find in class — no fishing around blind.

The term went by, and the case kept me company through many days. During morning
reading it crouched on the desk corner while I recited texts, listening quietly. In

Chinese class, to underline good phrases, I snapped the lid open and flicked out a
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pencil with my thumb without looking down. Once in a math unit test, my pencil lead
snapped with a crack while the whole class was writing, and my palms went sweaty. I
found the case by touch, reached into the lower tray, and came out with the sharpened
spare pencil — its tip still sharp, sharpened by Mom the night before. I finished
that problem on time. There was an even closer call: the bell rang and I remembered I
had left my ruler at home, and I was spinning in panic. I opened the case, and there
lay the ruler in the lower tray, diagonal, one head against the corner, as if it had
been waiting for me all along. The teacher said, your pencil case is kept nice and

tidy. I glowed inside at that.

The case grew old slowly. The spaceship’ s edges wore pale, the chipped corner
grew a little rust, and the latch loosened until a light press opens it. But inside
everything is still in order: pencils in line, the eraser back on its left, the red
pen asleep in the back. One evening while packing my bag I wiped it down and suddenly
realized it has already walked a whole third-grade year with me — from the first day
of school, shiny enough to show my face, to now, when the latch opens at the faintest

press.

Mom said I could get a new one next term. I held the old case and thought a
while, then said not yet. It is worn, true, but inside it I know with my eyes shut

where every pencil sleeps. A new one would mean getting acquainted all over again.
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