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The Tin Case at the Back of the Bookshelf

During the year—end cleaning, I felt my way to a cold object at the back of the
bookshelf. It was a tin pencil case with a magnetic clasp, its body printed with a
green train. I cannot count how many years it has sat on the top shelf; I only know

it has outlived many of my old textbooks.

On the lower right corner of the 1lid clung a sticker, the kind of plastic picture
that cost five cents in the little shops of the 1990s: a white rabbit sitting under a
mushroom. Its colors had faded almost away; the rabbit was only an outline, the
mushroom a pale red blot. I remembered the afternoon I pasted it on, and how, after
its corner curled up, I pressed it down carefully with clear tape. The tape has

yellowed, but the sticker lies flat, as if someone had gently held time in place.

Opening the case, I found faint pencil lead in the grooves and a leftover piece
of eraser hard as a small stone. When the clasp snapped shut, it made the same pop as

thirty years ago. That single sound pulled me back to the road to school.
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The road then was dirt, with wheat on both sides. In spring the wheat was green;
in summer it turned gold. I walked along the ridge of the field with my schoolbag on
my back, the tin case clanking inside it, keeping time for me like an accompaniment.
In winter the road froze hard, my hands were red when I reached school, and the first
thing in the classroom was to take the pencil case out and set it on the corner of
the desk, as if only then was I properly seated. On the way there was a small stone—
slab bridge, slippery on rainy days. My grandmother worried and walked part of the
way with me again and again. Later her eyes grew weak, and I had to go alone; at the

bridge I always looked back once, watching the village shrink slowly into the mist.

Now the dirt road is concrete, the little bridge has new railings, and only a
patch of wheat field remains. In the city I have a desk, a lamp, and a whole cabinet
of stationery, yet I never threw the tin case away. It is old with good reason: the
chipped paint on its corners came from falls, and the worn—-white part of the train

came from my hands.

I put the tin case back on the second shelf, no longer at the very back, with the
rabbit sticker facing out. Some things do not need to be used. Placed where they are,

they are a road home.
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