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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,
unfolded in my deskmate’ s handwriting: the last math problem is C, do not ask why.
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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.

www. vv99. net



