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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
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thirty years ago. That single sound pulled me back to the road to school.

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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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
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,
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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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Moving the Desk, I Rolled a Tin Case Out from Under the
Bed

Yesterday our family replaced the study desk. When the old one was carried out,
everything wedged between its legs and the wall came tumbling down: marbles, a broken
ruler, thumbtacks. Last of all, rolled slowly out from under the bed, came a tin

pencil case, its dust like a light snowfall.
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I took it under the tap. It was a tin case, printed with a cartoon cat, but most
of the 1lid was covered by a sticker. It was not a bought sticker; I had drawn it
myself: a sun in crayon plus a kite with a crooked leg, cut out and pasted on with
rice water. Soaked through and soft, the sticker came off carefully in my hands, and
I set it on the windowsill to dry. The case showed its cartoon cat again, one of the

cat’s eyes rubbed away, as if winking at me.

I used this case in Grade 1. Every school morning my father walked me. Our road
cut through the old vegetable market; the fish stalls washed the ground shiny wet,
and I always walked around it. Then came a bicycle repair shop whose pump went clang—
clang; I counted the clangs as I walked, and at seven I reached the mouth of the
lane. Winter mornings were dark. My father’s hand was big and mine was small; he held
my hand while my other arm carried the schoolbag, and the tin case inside it rang one
step at a time. At the school gate he always crouched to zip my bag for me and said:
zipped tight, don’t lose anything. By Grade 3 I would not let him come; he stood at

the lane’ s mouth watching me go, and I pretended not to look back.

The tin case had stayed under the bed for four years. It once held my first
fountain pen, which leaked and dyed a small patch of the bottom blue; it would not
wash off. I dried the case and placed it in the first layer of my desk drawer. On the
windowsill the crayon sticker had dried, its colors a little paler, but the sun was
still that sun and the kite still had its crooked leg.

I pasted the sticker back onto the 1id, with glue this time, stronger than rice
water. When it was done, I suddenly understood something: the case is still the same
case, but I no longer count pump clangs to reach the lane’s mouth, nor wait for
anyone to crouch and zip me up. The years do not leave quietly. They leave things
under the bed, and when you move a desk, they tumble out with a crash and show you

everything at once.
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