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Confessions of a Pencil Pouch

I am a grey cloth pencil pouch. When I first came to this schoolbag, my zipper
was still sharp; one flick of the pull and I opened at once, the sound crisp as a new
bicycle bell. My owner was a boy just entering seventh grade. On the first day he
placed me in the side pocket of his bag and pressed me down, the way one checks

whether a new piece of furniture stands steady.

I know his rhythm. Before morning reading, his hand reaches in and takes a black
pen. At breaks, he opens me and stacks textbooks and workbooks beside me. At evening
study, when the desk lamp turns on, the tremor of his writing travels through the
tabletop into my cloth. Dozens of openings a day, I never counted them and never

needed to. Days are what wear a thing old, one opening at a time.

The zipper aged first. Its teeth dulled a little each day, until one day he had
to stop and line them up before they would catch. He held the worn—round pull and
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paused. I thought he would throw me away. Instead he went to the stationery shop and
bought a small tube of wax, which he rubbed along my teeth. From that day my opening
came with a faint rasp, like an old man clearing his throat. I was not ashamed. That

rubbed-bright metal tab carries the sweat of his palm, his twenty thousand days.

I have kept many things in my belly. A note folded into a triangle with the
answer to the last math problem; he read it, crumpled it, then unfolded it, smoothed
it, and tucked it back. A glass marble with a white thread inside, following him
since third grade, rolled into my deepest seam and never came out. Snapped
mechanical-pencil leads, stubs of eraser too small to grip, he set them down with me.
He did not throw them out; I did not urge him to. I know what keeping them is for, so
that someday he can find them, pause, and hear the cicadas outside a certain

classroom window.

I went into exam halls with him. On the two days of the entrance exam,
supervisors required stationery laid flat on the desk; he spread me open, zipper
agape, black pen, ruler, and set me beside him as if baring my chest for luck. Before
the math exam his palms were soaked; he squeezed me once before letting go, leaving
two small dark patches on my cloth. Whether he answered those two exams well, I do
not know. I only know that when the hall dismissed, the way he gathered me into his

bag was gentler than usual.

Years later I lie at the back of the desk drawer, dust on my cloth, the crooked
stitches my owner’ s mother sewed still holding the snap. I am in no hurry. My wear is
not my wound; it is the days I saved up for him. Whenever his hand reaches in, I can

still open.
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