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The Tin Pencil Case My Mother Left Me

The summer before I entered Grade 6, my mother brought down a cardboard box from
the top of the wardrobe, took out a tin pencil case, and handed it to me. She said

she had finished elementary and middle school with this case, and now it was my turn.

The case is rectangular, of blue tin, with a spring clasp of bent sheet metal
that takes force to press and hums when it pops open. In the middle of the lid is a
sticker: a fairy deer standing under a pine tree, its white spots worn down to a few
specks. My mother said the sticker was given by her deskmate. That year the two of
them had quarreled for a whole week over half an eraser, and on the day they made up,
the deskmate peeled the sticker off her own case and pasted it onto mine. The edges
of the sticker curled up many times, and my mother pressed them down with wax, little
by little. When I touch those wax traces, it is like reading a line of invisible

writing.

My mother’ s road to school crossed a slope. The slope was grass, and below it ran
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a river with stone piers in it. You crossed by stepping from pier to pier. In winter
the water ran low and the piers stood high; in summer the flood left only a thread of
stone, and she carried her shoes in her schoolbag, waded across barefoot, and put
them on at the far bank. She said the hardest days were snowy ones: the grass slope
turned slick, and she climbed up half rolling, half crawling, the tin case clanging
in her bag as if crying out her pain for her. She told all this in a flat voice, as

if about someone else. But as I touched the ring of wax on the 1lid, my palm grew hot.

I used her case for a year. Its clasp is indeed tight, its tin indeed cold, but
it cannot be broken by falling — it survived the dirt-road years, and it surely will
the concrete ones. I keep it outside my pen bag, standing beside the lamp while I do
homework. Some classmates said it was old; I said I would not throw it away. They do
not understand: the dents and worn spots of this case are two roads to school layered

into one — the slope my mother crossed, and the streets I walk.

Last winter break I went with my mother back to my grandmother’ s village. The
grass on the slope was gone, replaced by steps, and a bridge spanned the river.
Mother stood by the bridgehead for a while and said the stone piers were still there,
a little downstream, half of them showing above the water. I saw them too. Such small

piers — how did she step across them back then?

Now the tin case lies in my drawer, the fairy deer facing up. It has held my
mother’ s pencils and mine. The years are hard to describe, yet they have truly left a

shape on a tin case: two worn—white patches, one ring of wax, one humming pop.
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