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The White Hairs at Her Temples: A Prose of Podium,
Light, and Time

I sat in the front row, facing the podium squarely. To look at the teacher, you
saw her temples first. Not on purpose — the angle from the front row is simply this:
when she turns to write on the board, her face turns sideways, and her temples are

closer to me than the characters on the blackboard.

In first grade, she had exactly one white hair at the temple. One. I stared at it
through half a class. My deskmate asked what I was looking at. I said she had a white
hair. My deskmate said: just one, what is there to see. I often think back on that.
My deskmate was right, just one; but precisely because it was only one, you could see

it clearly — when white hairs are few, each one has its own place.

Chalk dust lands on her shoulder and she brushes it off. It lands on her cuff and
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she brushes it off. It lands at her temples and she does not — you cannot brush it
away, and you cannot tell which grain is dust and which strand is hair. Dust and
white hair lie side by side: dust is finer than hair, hair is longer than dust; a
breath of wind takes the dust away, but the white hair stays. So those few white

strands stayed, year after year.

In second grade there were two. In third grade a small patch, hidden in the black
hair, visible only when light struck it. She stood at the podium, morning light came
in through the window and fell on her: black hair swallows light, white hair gives it
back. People in the front row watching the teacher are really watching how the light
is distributed across her head — which part of black drinks the light in, which part
of white spits it back out.

The white on the blackboard is new, new every day: erased and rewritten,
rewritten and erased. The white at her temples is old, older each year, impossible to
brush off or erase. The board’ s white is ground out of chalk; what grinds out the
white at her temples, no one asked. When chalk wears short, it is replaced with a new

stick. No one replaces her black hair.

By the upper grades, those few white strands were nothing special. The whole
class had grown used to them: the podium, the blackboard, the chalk, her, the few
white hairs at her temples — fixed furnishings of the classroom. Once I drifted off
and stared at those white strands, and she suddenly turned her head; I panicked and
dropped my eyes. She did not know what I had been looking at. All she knew was that

the chalk had gone another notch shorter, and tomorrow a new stick was due.

Years after graduation, at a class reunion, someone said the teacher was still
teaching. Someone asked how white her hair had gone. No one could remember. Only
those who had sat together in the front row could answer: it did not go white all at
once, it went white strand by strand; it was not the hair turning white — it was

time walking across the podium, leaving one white footprint with every step.
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