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A Story: The Card Left Inside the Math Textbook

On Mothers Day morning I left the house with the card in my pocket. I had made it
the night before, pink card stock, one crooked cut—-out heart, two lines of private
words inside. I had it planned: hand it over while mom changes her shoes. But when
mom changed her shoes she hurried me saying I would be late, my mouth opened once, 1

said okay, and the card stayed in my pocket.

The card stayed in my pocket all day. At break I wanted to take it out and
photograph it for her, then worried classmates would laugh. On the way home I wanted
to call and read it to her, the call connected, I only said dumplings tonight, and
hung up. At homework time that evening the card slid out of my pocket, and I tucked
it into the math textbook, thinking I would give it tomorrow. Tomorrow became the day
after, the day after became the day after that, and the card moved in between pages

forty—seven and forty—eight.

One week later at night, mom checked homework as usual, flipping through the math
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book. Halfway through, a pink sheet slid out onto the table. She picked it up, saw
the crooked heart first, then the two lines. I sat nearby doing homework, pretending
not to notice, while my pen tip rested on the same character for half a minute. She
read aloud, stopping at the hand-on—-forehead line. Then without calling me, she

rubbed her own eye, the two lines at its corner deeper than usual.

Next morning there was a plate of fried eggs on the table, yolks runny, my
favorite kind. Mom said, as if nothing happened: I read the card in your book. Just
that one line, no asking why it was a week late. I bit into an egg and said it was
good. Her mouth corners lifted, her eyes turned into crescents, and that smile was

truer than the one I had meant to see on Mothers Day itself.

Later I wrote this into an essay, and the teacher asked why I wrote about the
card that was never given. Because a smile that receives a gift is rehearsed, while a
smile that finds one is caught, and caught smiles cannot be hidden. For essays about
mom smiling, the surprise does not have to succeed; shyness, delay, and missing the
moment are all real, and smiles grown from real things read the longest. To write
this kind of story, hold three points: make the hiding place of the card concrete,
make the discovery ordinary, and after the discovery skip the sentiment, answer with

a breakfast instead.
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