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The Corrected Mistake I Have Remembered for Years

I still remember that wrong problem: question fourteen on the math test, a minus
sign copied as a plus. Every step of my solution was right, and the final answer was
wrong. Eight points off. When the paper came back, 1 stared at that minus sign and

felt the eight points were taken unfairly.

At noon, my math teacher called me to the office. I expected a scolding. He only
spread the paper out and asked: when you copied this condition during the exam, what
were you thinking? I thought for a while and said the sign in front felt like a plus.
He took a pen, drew a line under the sign, and said: look yourself, what does the
problem actually write? I said it is a minus. He said: you see, it is not that you

cannot do it; you treated a feeling as an answer.

He made me redo it on the spot. I copied the conditions again, wrote step by

step, and at the second step he stopped me and told me to check the numbers I had
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copied. I went through them and found I had dropped a bracket. He did not hurry me;
he sat beside me grading homework and waited for me to find it myself. That noon I
corrected four problems, and each time I checked the conditions before putting pen to

paper.

The talk in the corridor came a few days later. I was reciting a text aloud in
the corridor, stumbling over the sentences. He passed by with a stack of notebooks,
stopped, listened to the end, and said: reciting and solving share the same flaw; you
always slide past the place where you are least sure. He told me that from then on,
whenever the phrase ’should be’ flashes through my mind, I should stop and go back to
the original text. That was the whole talk, less than three minutes. The bell rang

and we each went our way.

Years have passed. I no longer remember which concept the problem tested, but the
sentence stays: you treated a feeling as an answer. At school it governed wrong
problems; later it governed other things. When I write and feel a word should mean
something, I look it up. When I add up a bill and feel a number should be that way, 1
check again. Whether those eight points were fair no longer matters. What was truly

corrected was not the minus sign but the habit of sliding past the unclear place.

The other day, while sorting old books, that test paper slid out of an exercise
book, its corners worn. I looked at the minus sign for a few seconds. The paper had

yellowed, but the writing was still clear. I put it back and did not throw it away.
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