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The Last Tidying Before Graduation

The day the final exams ended, our teacher said the desks must be cleared,
because the sixth graders would not come back to this building next term. I bent over
my desk and sorted three years of things into two piles: what to take, and what to

throw away.

The pencil case was emptied last. I put its pens one by one into the pouch, then
turned it upside down and shook. Pencil stubs, eraser crumbs, a broken ballpoint
refill clattered across the desk. On the third shake, a small note folded into a
square slid out of the crack at the bottom and fluttered down among the pencil

shavings.

I picked it up. The paper had gone soft, its edges fuzzy. It was from fifth
grade, stuffed to me the day before my best friend transferred away, saying our seat

was still saved for me and not to forget we both promised for School Number One. For
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over two years it had hidden in the crack at the bottom of my blue case, deeper
hidden than anything else. I folded it back up with my thumb and put it in the

innermost zip pocket of my bag.

The case itself would not fit in a pocket. Its right corners had lost paint down
to two patches of silver tin, and the whale on the lid was worn to a mere outline. [
held it up by the window. Sunlight fell on the dents, and they lit up one by one. In
three years it fell off the desk more times than I could count; every chipped patch

matched one fall.

On the way home, Mother saw me hugging the old case and said: you are a graduate
now, tomorrow I will get you a new one, the kind with a combination lock. I grunted

and did not look up.

She really took me to the shop the next day. New cases hung row after row. I
stood before the shelf, reached out my hand, and pulled it back. At home I set the
old case on the top shelf of the desk drawer, thought a moment, took it out again,
and put it back into the pouch. I still did not mention the note. Some things cannot
be found again once you switch to a new case — like the crack at the bottom, like

over two years of pencil dust inside that crack.

That night, before zipping the pouch shut, I rubbed the two chipped silver
corners one last time, rough under my fingers. I told it: next term the new middle-
school schoolbag hangs behind the door, and you go in the side pocket as usual. It
did not answer — a tin box of course cannot answer. But it grew heavier in my palm

for a moment, like a yes.
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