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The 0l1d Pencil Case in the Desk Drawer

Over the weekend I was tidying my daughter’s desk. Pulling open the top drawer, I
found a blue pencil case at the very bottom. The moment I flipped the lid, everything
spilled out: a ballpoint pen with a chewed cap, a nail clipper with half of it cut
away, seven or eight stickers, a class schedule folded so many times the creases went
soft, and a small spring from some pen nobody could name. The drawer itself was

worse, with test papers pressed together with snack bags.

My daughter stood there embarrassed. She said she spent ten minutes rummaging
every morning before school, often unable to find her red scarf or her English book.
I told her we would not do a big cleanup, just deal with this one pencil case. She
emptied everything onto the desk and went through it item by item: keep what works,
throw out what does not, move the stickers into the tin box on the desk. She unfolded
the schedule, pressed it flat, and stuck it to the inside wall of the drawer. From
the stickers she picked the two oldest and put them on the back of the case, saying
those two had been stuck on for three years, following her from elementary school all
the way to middle school, and could not be thrown away. She arranged the rest in the
tin box by size, and sorting the stickers took longer than sorting the stationery.

She lined them up while I watched, and neither of us rushed the other.
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After sorting, only nine things were left in the case. We made a one—week deal:
she would put her pencil case back in order before bed, I would clear the kitchen
counter before bed, no reminding each other, and at the end of the week we would see
whose streak broke. The first two days she was serious, slotting each pen into place.
On the third day she came home late and tossed everything in, then spent half a
minute hunting for her red pen the next morning. From the fourth day on, without my
watching, she unzipped the case and straightened things before bed. On the seventh
morning she handed me the case to look at: pens, ruler, and eraser each in their own

place. She said the rule was small, two minutes and done, so it would not break.

The blue case still sits in the top drawer now, test papers in their own pile,
the snack bags long gone. She still tosses things in carelessly sometimes, but she
straightens them before bed. I thought of my own pencil case as a child, just as
messy. Back then nobody made a one-week deal with me, and nobody told me a rule could
be that small. It turns out grown—ups and kids are the same: if you cannot keep the

big things, start by keeping two minutes.
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