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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. I 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 lit, 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
pressed the rim of the hard shell, then pulled the blue case’ s zipper three times,
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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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