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The Eraser That Traveled for a Week

The 4B eraser was the softest in the class, and it started the week in Zhou
Ming’ s pencil case, a leftover from his older sister, its corners already round.
During Monday’ s math quiz, Zhou Ming had left the eraser on his homework notebook the
night before, and a whole stretch of his paper went wrong. His hand reached toward
the desk crack and shrank back. His deskmate Zhao Yiwei waited for no request; he
fished an eraser out of his own case and passed it over. When Zhou Ming tried to
return it, Zhao waved him off and said, next time you forget something, don’t open
your mouth either, the person beside you passes it first. That was the eraser’ s first

rule.

On Tuesday the eraser reached the case of Chen Duo, the girl at the desk in
front. Hers had been lent to a class across the hall yesterday and never came back,
and she was staring at the wrong words on her English paper in despair. Zhou Ming set
the round—cornered eraser on her desk and ran off, like passing along a secret code.
After erasing, Chen Duo put the eraser on the top layer of her own case and said,
fine, 1’11 carry the rule on. That was the second rule: whoever passes something over
must not be thanked to their face, and whoever says thank you wipes the blackboard

for the whole class once.
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Wednesday it was the duty student Ma Yue’s turn. While wiping the board he found
a piece of chalk stuck in the tray writing backwards, unfixable, so he got back to
his seat and rummaged for an eraser. Chen Duo pushed it through the desk crack, a
little too hard, and it rolled under Ma Yue s pencil case. He picked it up and
scratched a small arrow on its side with a pencil, pointing toward Chen Duo, saying
the eraser knows the road and lies facing whoever passed it last. On Thursday the
eraser rolled back to Zhou Ming’ s desk, arrow pointing out. Nobody had said thank

you, and the arrow said it for them.

At Friday’ s class meeting, the teacher found a note on the podium, written by Ma
Yue: this week our class lent out one eraser, two rulers, and three pens; nobody said
thank you, and nobody quarreled. The eraser was in Zhou Ming’ s case on Monday and in
Chen Duo’ s case on Friday, having passed through four pencil cases on the way, and
each stop added one rule, which together came to a single sentence: when you are
missing something, don’t panic, someone will always pass it first. When the meeting
ended, the eraser lay on the top layer of Chen Duo’ s case, the little arrow on its
side worn nearly invisible, but everyone in our row still recognized the direction it

pointed.
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