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Years Later, I Still Know Its Sound

Years later, in a drawer of the old house, I heard that sound again: a blunt
rasp, needing a pause, a lining—up, before it would catch. No need to look. It was
the grey cloth pencil pouch. I stood by the window holding it, like running into an

old classmate out of touch for years who still remembers every small thing about you.

Back then I was ashamed of how old it was. In the second half of eighth grade, my
deskmate switched to a hard-shell case with a magnetic clasp, snap, clean and quick.
My pouch had a dull zipper, its teeth misaligned; every morning before reading class
I wrestled with it in the desk cubby, its pull worn round, slipping from my fingers.
Once I mentioned it at home: get a new one. My mother turned the pouch over, looked
at the worn pull, said nothing, took a snap button from her sewing box, and bent over
the small lamp to stitch it on. The stitches were crooked. She pulled it twice to
test and handed it back: still good. I took it. The little bit of disdain I felt then

could not be said out loud, and later there was never a chance.

Its age had a history. The glass marble with a white thread in the inner pocket
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was a five—cent treasure from the school gate in third grade; it rolled in and never
came out, like a keeper for an earlier stretch of my life. I long forgot what the
triangle—folded note said; I only remember my deskmate making a gesture at me after
that math exam. Half an eraser, too short to grip, covered in tiny pencil dents. None
of it was worth money, but these things recognized only that pouch. Move them to a

new case and they become nothing at all.

The snap my mother sewed stayed with me until the entrance exam ended. That
evening, study hall dismissed, I pushed the pouch into my bag, and the zipper rasped
shut as usual. The cicadas outside had stopped at some point without my noticing.
Thirteen—-year-old me thought it was just an ordinary day. Only years later did I
learn that ordinary days, once spent, are simply spent, and only the wear keeps the

record for us.

I brought the pouch to where I live now and put it on the top shelf of my desk,
empty. Now and then I open it and listen to that blunt rasp. When it sounds, the
evening study hall under the lamp, the crooked-stitch snap, the marble with its white

thread facing up, all stand there in the light, never having gone far.
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