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Half a Year Poured Out on the Desk

When the physics test came back, I lay on the desk staring at the number: fifty-
three. After the final bell, my physics teacher called me to the office, saying she
was not going to scold me, she just wanted to see my usual notes. I opened my bag,
took out my pencil case, and set it open on her desk. She looked for three seconds,

and looked at the case before she looked at the notes.
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She said, pour it out. I turned the case upside down, and with a clatter my desk
became a scatter: five pens, two of them dead; an eraser broken in half; a school
ruler with a chipped corner; a compass with one leg left; seven notes, four of them
half-finished messages passed in class; two failing test papers folded into squares
stuffed at the bottom; and a pen cap chewed full of tooth marks. She moved each item

aside with her pen, as if parting a stretch of time.

She pointed at the four unfinished notes and asked when. I said it started in
November of last term. She pointed at the folded papers at the bottom and asked why
they were folded. I said, I did not want to see them. She pointed at the broken
compass and asked how it broke. I thought for a long time, then remembered: during
last term’ s geometry quiz, unable to draw the auxiliary line, I had snapped the
compass. Having asked through everything, she said, tell me yourself, what has your
studying been like this half year. I could not. She said, no need, it is all spread

out right here.

That evening I repacked my things in the office. She gave me an old tin box from
her drawer, two layers. She said do not buy a new one, first put things in the right
places: working pens in the upper layer, broken ones in the trash, notes and test
papers never in the case, papers in a folder. I did exactly that. In the end only

four usable things went in, and the lid closed with a clean click.

The real change came from one requirement she set: every week I write down the
problems I did not understand in her class in a small notebook, leave it on her desk
on Friday, and she explains them to me at noon, no more than three at a time. The
first Friday I wrote three, all debts from last term s geometry. Halfway through the
second one I understood: the reason I could not follow eighth—grade content was the
auxiliary lines I never grasped last term. Last term, when I got lost in class 1
passed notes, and even those notes stopped halfway, because I could not muster the
energy for note—passing either. My grades did not slide this term; they had been

falling since last term, and my pencil case had hidden it for half a year.

At the January final I got seventy—-six in physics. Not pretty, but I put that
paper into my folder instead of folding it into a square. The case is still that tin
box, two layers: upper layer four pens, one eraser, one ruler, one compass; lower
layer spares. It is so clean it makes me a little embarrassed, as if it knows the

debts I owe are being repaid one by one.

I often think of that clatter in the office. Things messy for half a year become
visible once poured onto a table; a messy study life hides under the scores until you
pour it out. My method now: every Friday night dump the case onto the desk and clean
it, and while at it copy that week’s unresolved problems into the small notebook.

Dumping the case clean takes five minutes, but it forces me to face my own mess once
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a week. Mess is not frightening. Not seeing it is.
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