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The Day the Zipper Finally Gave Up

October 18, Saturday, cloudy.

Last night while I was doing homework, the zipper of my old pencil case finally
gave out. The metal teeth of the slider had been snapping off one by one for the past
two years, and in the end only the last tooth was holding on. I poured all the
stationery onto the desk, tried to fix it for a while, then gave up. The blue pattern
on its surface had long been rubbed to a whitish gray, both corners were frayed, and
the basketball-player sticker I used to paste on had peeled off, leaving a pale
rectangle on the 1lid. The grooves inside were packed with pencil lead marks and

eraser shavings, and no matter how hard I wiped, faint black marks remained.

This pencil case has been with me since my first day of junior high, three years
now. It was knocked off the desk more than ten times; once it was stepped on in the

corridor, and its strap was sewn back by my mother with needle and thread. During
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every final exam in Grade 7 and Grade 8 and every weekly quiz, the pens and 2B

pencils it carried were taken out, used, and put back; it never missed a single day.

On Saturday morning my mother took me to the stationery store to pick a new one.
There were so many pencil cases on the shelves that my eyes went dizzy. The plastic
ones were hard, but when they fell they went clang and drew the eyes of the whole
class; the automatic ones had buttons and hidden compartments, and I was afraid I
would play with them in class. I picked up a dark blue canvas one: soft, quiet when
it falls, with two layers, one for pens and one for rulers and compasses. My mother
said it was too plain, but I insisted. I would be the one using it, and I knew best
what I needed.

When we got home, my mother picked up the old pencil case to throw it into the
trash can. I stopped her. I wiped the old one clean with a wet wipe, cleaned the
black marks in the grooves as much as I could, put it into a clean cloth bag, and
placed it in the second drawer of my desk, right beside the pile of old exam papers.
My mother laughed and asked why I washed it so clean if I was not throwing it away. 1
could not answer well, so I just said: it is like a retired soldier; you cannot send
him off dirty.

Tonight when I opened the new pencil case, the canvas smelled faintly new. The
pens stood straight inside, and the 1lid closed smoothly. I thought: the old one held
my stationery for three years, and from now on this job belongs to the new one. The
old one rests in the drawer, and I am moving up to Grade 9. The drawer is like a

retirement room, and I am still on the road.
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The 01d Pencil Case in the Drawer

November 2, Sunday, sunny.

Today I did something that others might find a little strange: I put my pencil

case of more than two years into a drawer instead of throwing it into the trash can.

The old one is made of tin, army green, handed down to me by my cousin after he
finished high school. It was already not new when it reached me: the green paint on
both corners of the lid had been knocked off, showing the silvery metal underneath;
the hinge was loose, so the lid tilted once before standing steady when opened; a
patch of paint on the bottom had worn thin and felt smoother than the rest. On the
lid side inside there was a line of small print, the factory address, half of it worn
away, and I could recite it with my eyes closed. Over these two years it shielded me
from many things: my deskmate’ s pen bag once burst open, and a ballpoint pen flew out

and hit it, leaving a shallow dent.

The idea of replacing it came last week. Its hinge went completely loose, the 1lid
hung down, and pens rolled out twice in class; once a pen rolled to the feet of the
girl in front, and I climbed down to fetch it with a red face. After school on
Friday, my father took me to the stationery section of the supermarket. I did not
pick a fancy one; I chose a gray cloth pencil case with a smooth zipper and clear
inner compartments. At the checkout my father asked what to do with the old one, and

suggested throwing it away. I said: no.

After we got home I found an old towel and wiped the tin case inside and out. The
knocked—off paint did not come back, but the dust came off. I stood it upright in the
desk drawer, leaning against the base of the desk lamp, like resting against a wall.

The drawer also holds a half box of refills from last term and a stack of draft
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papers with folded corners. They are the same kind of things, all off duty.

After lying down I thought for a long time about why I could not bear to throw it
away. My mother did not buy this case; my cousin passed it to me. He got into a
university and is far away now. Every dent and every flake of paint on it has its own
story. Throwing it away would be like tossing away something that had been handed
down. Keeping it in the drawer is different: it is still there, just no longer on
duty.

The new pencil case stands ready on the desk, and the old one stays in the
drawer. I think that every time I open the drawer from now on, I will remember that

ballpoint pen it once blocked for me.
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The Day the New Case Arrived, I Left a Note for the 0ld

One

August 26, Saturday, sunny.

The new pencil case arrived today. The courier box was small, and I opened it
quickly. Dark gray, three layers, the one I had spent two weeks deciding on. As I

unwrapped it, a voice inside me said: time to hold the handover with the old one.

The old pencil case was one I picked myself at a stationery stall by the school
gate before Grade 7 started, a hard plastic purple one that cost a dozen yuan. In one
year 1t aged faster than I expected. Its handle broke off at the root, and I wrapped
it three rounds with clear tape, the tape now yellow and stiff; the clasp of the lid
went loose, so pressing it would not pop it open and I had to pry with my fingernail;
two patches of the thin lining were worn bald, and one divider of the pen groove
snapped, so pencils and rulers mixed together and I had to stir them every morning.
At the end of summer vacation I emptied my schoolbag to take inventory, and only then
noticed the seven or eight wounds on it. Not one was an accident; every one came from

daily use.

Choosing the new case took a long time. I favorited four in a shopping app: one
with a combination lock, one printed with a team emblem, one multi—function with a
built—in sharpener, and this current one, the plainest. My mother suggested the
emblem one, saying my head was always in the team’ s business. I hesitated, but in the
end chose the plain one. I know my own flaw: with something fancy I stay excited for
two weeks, then I cannot resist taking it apart in class. A plain case will not give

me that opening.

I took the old case out of my bag and wiped the pencil dust inside with a tissue.
I did not fix the broken handle. On a small slip of paper I wrote: Grade 7, thank you
for your hard work. I tucked the note into the case, closed the 1id, and put it in
the bottom drawer of my desk, together with the leftover half stack of exercise paper
from Grade 7. The drawer slid shut with a soft sound, like closing a door gently for

someone.

The new case sits on the desk, pens placed in their slots, the clasp popping open
at one press, crisp and clean. School starts the day after tomorrow, and I will be a
Grade 8 student. I have only one demand of the new case: when it hands over a year
from now, I hope its wounds were earned in the right places, not from my throwing it
or taking it apart. The old case keeps Grade 7 for me in the drawer; the new one will

keep Grade 8 for me. I am turning this page, and it turns with me.
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