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I Found a Pencil Case

November 5th, Thursday, cloudy.

Today I did a small thing, but my heart was uneasy the whole day, so I write it

down first.

The second lesson of the afternoon was art. We were making masks, and halfway
through the scissors and glue I went to the cabinet at the back of the art room to
get some stiff cardboard. On top of the cabinet sat a blue tin pencil case, a chip of
paint knocked off one corner. I recognized it. Only one old-fashioned tin case in the
whole class belongs to my deskmate Lin Xiaoman, and the whole group has heard her

pencil case crack walnuts.

I almost took it straight to the teacher. I stopped at the edge of the podium:
everything the teacher collects goes into the cardboard box under the podium, and my
jump rope went in last term and still has not come out. I thought, Lin Xiaoman needs

her pencil case this afternoon anyway; giving it to her before evening study is fine.
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So I carried it back to our classroom, put it on her desk, and stuck on a note:
borrowing you for the afternoon. 1 was rather pleased with myself. I thought that

line was funny.

But when I walked into the classroom before evening study, Lin Xiaoman was
slumped on her desk, her shoulders shaking, her desk cubby turned inside out, her
schoolbag upside down on the chair. She looked up and saw me, her eyes red, and said
nothing. My heart dropped: she had not just needed it this afternoon. She had been
looking for it all day. My line about borrowing her for the afternoon was not funny

at all now.

She picked up the pencil case, held my note for two seconds, and said, thank you.
Just three words, her voice still hoarse. I said sorry, I should have given it to you
right away or handed it to the teacher. She shook her head and held the pencil case
against her chest, like hugging a cat that had come back.

Tonight I dug out my jump rope and signed the register to take it back from the
teacher’ s box. So while my rope had been waiting inside the box, I had been searching
outside for it. I wrote in my diary: from now on, when I find someone’s thing, I
return it to their hands at the first chance, and I do not decide for them how long
they should wait. After writing it, I thought again of Lin Xiaoman hugging her pencil
case. The next morning I brought her a packet of biscuits and left it at the corner

of her desk. She glanced at me and smiled.
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