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He Reached for the Top Shelf, Then Pulled Back

After nine at night, I passed my son’s room and lamplight leaked through the
crack of the door. He was bent over his desk, emptying his pencil case and laying
everything out. Pencil tips aligned, erasers into the small compartment, the
sharpener slotted into its side groove; when done he pressed each item down with his

hand. The new grey-blue case stood beside him, plainer than plain.

It brought back the scene at the stationery store that afternoon. The top shelf
held the new model, Ultraman printed on it, with lights and a combination lock,
forty-five yuan. The moment we walked in, my son’s eyes went up and his hand
followed. I watched from behind and said nothing. His hand rose halfway, stopped in
midair, and came back down, taking instead a plain grey-blue case from the middle

shelf. Something stirred in me; I pretended not to notice.

He stood before that grey-blue case a long time. The middle shelf held two
others, one dark blue with a compass print, one black—and-blue color-block. He took
all three down, lined them on the divider, opened each zipper to hear its sound,

weighed each in his hand, snapped the lids shut and pressed them to see if they
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dented. A shop assistant came to recommend the new model upstairs. He said quietly,
that one is too expensive. The assistant froze for a second; I saw her eyes soften. 1
said, shall we look at the one with lights? He said no need, this one holds things,
that is enough.

At checkout he asked first: nineteen yuan? I said this one? He said this one
lasts, look, the zipper is metal, the plastic one snaps. He argued it point by point,
clearly those ten—plus minutes at the shelf were not wasted. On the bus home he held
the case, slept against my arm, the case pressed to his chest like something

precious.

Now I stand outside the crack of the door, watching him arrange his stationery.
He did not throw out the old case; he set it at the mouth of the drawer, saying it
can still hold the jump—rope card. He does not know I am watching. He also does not
know that the moment he pulled his hand back from the top shelf, I saw all of it. A
third—-grade boy has begun keeping the household accounts for us, so quietly that even
his thoughtfulness is afraid to startle the grown—ups. I did not push the door open.
I closed it softly. He will probably use that grey-blue case a long time, and I will
remember it a long time, not remembering that he is considerate, but remembering how

carefully he became considerate.
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