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Forty Minutes in Front of the Shelf

A week before school, my daughter said her pencil case zipper was broken and she
needed a new one. 1 thought it would be a quick errand: walk in, grab one, pay,

leave. Instead, we stood forty minutes in front of the stationery store shelf.

The shelf had three tiers. The top held cases with combination locks, glowing
ones, ones printed with cartoon characters, priced thirty or forty yuan. The middle
tier had hard plastic shells, a dozen yuan. The bottom tier had cloth cases, the
plainest. She circled the top first, picked up one with a lock, twisted it twice, put
it back; picked up a glowing one, pressed it 1it, studied it in the shelf’ s white
light, put that back too. She took each one down and returned each one, not fast, not

hesitant, like someone finishing a serious task.

In the end she took a blue plaid cloth case from the middle tier, carried it down
to compare with the bottom tier, then went back to compare again. She lined three
candidates on the shelf divider: the locked one, the hard shell, the blue plaid. She
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pressed the rim of the hard shell, then pulled the blue case’ s zipper three times,
listening to the sound each time. My legs ached from standing. I said, how about the
hard shell, it’s sturdy. She shook her head and said it is too loud; pull it open
during lunch break and half the class looks up.

She chose the blue plaid. On the way home I still could not work it out: skip the
thirty—-eight-yuan locked case for a nineteen—-yuan cloth one. She offered no
explanation. The first thing after walking in the door was emptying the old case
completely: pencils sorted by length, erasers with erasers, rulers with rulers, each
item placed into the new case one by one. The blue case had an elastic band inside;
she inserted the pencils one at a time, then pressed them down with her palm, like an
inspection. Afterward she left the old case on the desk too, saying its zipper could
be fixed and it could hold hair clips.

That evening I sat beside her desk, watching the blue plaid case stand under the
lamp, its zipper closed neatly. It struck me what she had been doing in those forty
minutes: not choosing the prettiest, but choosing one that would not disturb others
at lunch, one where pencils have a place to go, one where the old case could still be
used. Her standards had quietly changed sets, and she did not notify me when it
happened. In those forty minutes before the shelf, what she weighed was not cases. It

was the daughter I have not yet gotten used to.
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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
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. I
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.
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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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The Student I Found Detained in a Stationery Shop

Walking home from work past the stationery shop on the corner, I saw my student
Chen Yinuo standing alone in front of the shelf. Schoolbag still on her back, she
stood before the middle tier holding a grey—and-white striped cloth pencil case,
opening it, closing it, opening it again. Any teacher knows this moment: you do not
walk up and greet. I stepped behind the notebook rack beside her and pretended to

browse lesson—plan pads.

She chose slowly. The top shelf held new models with lights and combination

locks; she gave them not one glance. Not out of timidity, I saw clearly, her eyes
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swept past without stopping. She took all three candidates from the middle shelf,
lined them on the divider, weighed them first, listened to the zippers, then pressed
each 1id. She pinched the zipper pull of the striped one and studied it, metal, then
checked the pulls of the other two, plastic. She put the plastic ones back without

hesitation.

Behind the notebook rack I watched, and suddenly half did not recognize her. In
the classroom she is the middling kind of child: no raised hands, no trouble, neat
homework full of small errors. At that moment, standing before the shelf, she was
like someone else running errands for her: clear about what she wanted, unblinded by
the lights upstairs. I had taught her two years and learned for the first time that
she has this method for choosing things.

She paid, nineteen yuan, and thanked the shop assistant, her voice not loud. I
left before her and waited in the shadow of the plane tree outside. When she came out
she carried the case in her arms, walking steadier than usual. I did not call after
her. The next day collecting homework, her notebook was neat as always, wrong as

always. Neither of us mentioned the shop.

Some days later, on the way to a home visit, I heard her talking to her
grandmother downstairs about her new case: the zipper is metal, do not throw out the
old one, it can still hold buttons. I stood under the building a few seconds and
left. Teachers always want to see through a student at a glance. In truth, once
children leave the classroom, at shelves and on buses and beside their own desks,
they grow a side the classroom lamp never reaches. That day in the shop, I was not

browsing lesson—plan pads. I came away with something more important: meeting again a
child I had thought I knew well.
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