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The Stationery Bill I Could Never Settle

The passage in My Pencil Case that moved me most was not the stationery meeting,
but the mother telling how her sister kept one rule: no new stationery could be
requested before the old was used up. In the sisters’ case, pencils lined up by
length, the long ones writing first, the short ones waiting their turn, none allowed
to cut in. I laughed at that, then blushed, because my house runs the opposite way.
My pencils line up by thickness: the plump ones get used, the thin ones go into a
holder, and that holder grows more crowded each year without a single pencil ever

written to its end.

Last weekend my mother asked me to audit my pocket money, and I listed my
stationery spending too. Without looking I knew nothing; looking, I found that in two
years I lost or wrote off over three hundred yuan worth of stationery. The dearest
item was an automatic pencil case for one hundred and twenty, with a button clasp, a
sharpener and a combination lock. It now lives under my bed. It did not break; 1
found the lock troublesome, demoted it in the second half of Grade Three, and
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switched to an ordinary zip pouch. I never used the sharpener once, and the lock
bored me after a week. The tin box in the book, according to the mother, was picked
up from a scrap yard for two cents, repaired three times, and used for six years. My

one hundred and twenty did not even last two.

My worst losing streak happened during final exam week. In one week I lost an
eraser, two refills and a set of transparent templates, three pieces in one set.
Losing one piece voided the whole set, and I had to buy it again. My mother did not
scold me. She pressed the receipt onto the fridge for the whole winter holiday. Every
time I went for milk I saw it: twelve yuan and fifty cents. The set was not worn out;
one piece went missing and dragged the other two into retirement while all three were

still fine.

My plan for the future is a list taped to my desk. Buy stationery the way the
aunt in the book did: no new application until the old is used up. Every new item is
registered with its date and price; anything lost is paid for from my pocket money.
At the end of each month I give my stationery a check—up, counting how much refill
and eraser is left, and forbidding duplicates while supplies remain. The three
hundred yuan was my tuition for two years, and I do not intend to pay a third year’ s.
Cherishing everything around me simply means using each thing until it can say it has

no regret left.
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