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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.

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
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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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