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The Day I Used Only a Pencil

That evening while I was doing homework, a quarrel suddenly rose from inside the
pencil case. The pencil said he was the most useful in the house, the eraser refused
to agree, and the ruler objected too. They threw sentence after sentence at each

other until my hand could not even hold the pen steady.

I got fed up, slammed the case onto the desk and announced loudly: “Stop arguing!
Since every one of you claims to be the most useful, tomorrow I will do my homework
with the pencil only — no eraser, no ruler. One day will show who really has the
talent.” The case went silent at once. I guessed the pencil was secretly rejoicing

inside.

After school the next day I really kept only the pencil in my pouch. First came
the new characters. Everything went smoothly; the pencil stood firm inside the grid

squares. [ thought to myself: see, the pencil really is the most useful.
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The trouble came at math class. In a column calculation I read seventy as
nineteen and only noticed after finishing the whole line. Normally the eraser would
have pounced at once. That day I could only slash at the mistake with the pencil, one
stroke over another, until the back of the paper fuzzed up and the whole patch turned
into a black mess, as if ink had been splashed on it. The more flustered I got, the
harder I slashed; the harder I slashed, the blacker it grew. The classmate behind me
peeked and said my problem looked like a nest of ants fighting.

Drawing segments was worse. The teacher required a ruler. I held the pencil in
mid-air and traced, and the line trembled like a caterpillar. In the matching
exercise I joined the first row to the third: my eyes watched the line while my hand

refused to obey. That day s notebook was the dirtiest one since I started school.

At night I spread the notebook open in front of the pencil case and said nothing.
The pencil spoke first, his voice low: ”“So without the eraser, a wrong character has
no remedy.” The eraser said: “And without you, I would have nothing to erase at all.”
The ruler said nothing; she only laid her body flat on the desk, as if pointing at

something.

I invited the eraser and the ruler back into the pouch, and I never ran the one-
tool experiment again. The pencil case never quarreled either. Once my mother asked
me: in your pencil case, who is the most useful? I thought for a long time and
answered: when they do homework together, all of them are useful; taken apart, not

one of them is any good.
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