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The Pouch Worn Round by Time

Back to school, moving books, the desk emptied down to the last drawer, my hand
touched a soft cloth pouch. It was the old pencil pouch, hidden away for two years, a
fine layer of dust on its grey cloth. I carried it under the lamp. The metal pull of
the zipper had been rubbed bright, its edges long gone round, smooth as a stone

tumbled in a river for years.

The zipper still works. The teeth are dull; it no longer slides smoothly. You
have to stop, line it up, and then it catches. I remember it was not like this when
it first came. Then, one flick of the pull and it opened, the sound crisp as a new
bicycle bell. In seventh grade I opened it dozens of times a day: taking out a pen
before morning reading, switching subjects at break, turning on the desk lamp at
evening study. Dozens of times a day, twenty thousand days a year, and even hard

metal loses its temper.

A few things fell out of the inner pocket. A note folded into a triangle,

www. vv99. net



unfolded in my deskmate’ s handwriting: the last math problem is C, do not ask why.
The corners had gone soft. There was also a glass marble, clear, with a thread of
white inside, bought for five cents at the school gate in third grade, which had
rolled into the deepest seam of the pouch at some point and stayed there ever since.
Half an eraser, too short to grip, covered with pencil dents, one beside another,

like worries someone counted out of boredom.

My mother said she would buy me a new one. I held the old pouch and neither
nodded nor shook my head. I had seen new pouches, hard shell, magnetic clasp, opening
slick and quick. But it would not remember me. The cloth of this one had been
darkened by the sweat of my palm; it had held all my flustered years from primary
school through junior high. It kept misdelivered notes, hid failed test papers. Its
zipper broke once, and my mother sewed a snap button onto it with her machine, the

stitches crooked, and I have never had the heart to remove it.

That day I put my new stationery into the old pouch, one by one. The dull zipper
took two tries to close, with a blunt sound. I suddenly was not in a hurry for a new
one. When a thing has stayed with a person long, its wear is not its wound; it is the
time it has handed to you, layer by layer. The glass marble is back in its pocket,

white thread facing up, like a small piece of snow that has not finished melting.
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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
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
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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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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
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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
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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