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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
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
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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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