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The Dictation Books of the Third Row: The Day the Red
Pen Ran Out
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On Wednesday afternoon, Teacher Lin was in the office grading the dictation books
of the third row. The third row was the class’s most mistake-prone row because it sat
by the window, and children drifted whenever the wind blew. The stack had eleven
books. On the ninth, the red pen turned a corner on the last character and stopped

giving ink.

Teacher Lin shook the pen twice and drew circles on scratch paper, each fainter
than the last. He switched to another red pen; two characters in, that one died too.
He unscrewed the barrel: the refill was empty, squeezed flat. He tossed it into the
pen holder, dug through the drawer, and found a blue pen lying in the corner. He took
up the blue pen and kept grading. After two books, the pen stopped. The students
wrote in black, the marks were in blue, and the two shades crowded one page until the

circles around wrong characters were hard to see. Teacher Lin pulled those two books
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out and set them on the left side of the desk.

The dismissal bell rang. Teacher Lin locked the office and walked to the little
shop by the school gate, asking whether they had 0.5 red refills. The shop auntie
fished a strip of five out of a tin can, two yuan fifty. Teacher Lin squeezed one,

picked another, and bought four in all.

Back in the office, it was already dark. He fitted a new refill, reopened the two
blue—graded books, and re—circled every wrong character in red — he did not erase
the blue circles, only traced a red one over each. The nib hissed on paper until half
past seven, and all eleven books were done. Then he did something he had never done
before: on the last page of each dictation book, he drew a red check for perfect

work, half a check for one or two mistakes, and nothing for three or more.

Books came back on Thursday. Li Xiaoman of the third row turned to the last page,
saw the check, and held it up for the deskmate. By noon the whole class knew the
habit of turning to the last page. Someone asked Teacher Lin what the check meant. He
said it was just what the red pen wanted to say. From Friday on, before handing in a
dictation book, the children flipped out the last page, took one look, closed it, and

then turned it in, as if that made the book neater.

The empty red refill stayed in the pen holder. A child on duty saw it and asked
why the teacher did not throw it away. Teacher Lin said: keeping it, to remind me
that pens run out. Years later, the children of the third row had grown up and barely
used the word dictation, but someone cleaning out an old schoolbag found that

notebook, and the red check on its last page had not quite faded.
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