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What a Mother Saw Inside the Pencil Case

During the first term of my son’s eighth-grade year, I noticed something was

wrong from his pencil case, not from his report card.

One Sunday in November he left his ruler at home for school, and I brought it to
the guard room. On the side I opened his pencil case to check it. He had picked that
case himself at the start of seventh grade, deep blue, with three zippered layers,

and he had announced then that the three layers were for pens, tools, and spares.
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When I opened it, the three layers existed in name only: pens in the tool layer,
tools in the spare layer, and in the spare layer two candy wrappers, a crumpled quiz
paper, and half an eraser. I unfolded the quiz paper. It was physics, forty—one
points, dated mid-October. He had buried it at the very back of the spare layer with

a candy wrapper on top.

I said nothing at the time. Those weeks his bedroom door closed earlier each day,
the books on his desk piled higher, and the numbers on his report card slid down. I
mentioned it once to his father, who said boys are like that at that age and it
passes. 1 did not believe it. I had taught primary school for twenty years and seen
countless children: before a student’s state collapses, the first thing to fall into

disorder is whatever lies nearest their hands.

On the first Sunday of December, while he was doing homework, I carried the case
from his desk to the dining table and poured it out onto a clean cloth. I did not
tidy it; I let it lie there. He came out for water after finishing his math and froze
at the sight. I pulled a chair out for him and said, come on, let us go through it

item by item.

That afternoon took an hour and a half. Six dead pens, which he tested one by one
on scrap paper before dropping them into the trash bag himself. Candy wrappers,
marbles, three class notes, each with its origin announced in a shrinking voice. The
compass with the broken leg, he admitted he snapped it in class because he could not
draw the figure. He picked up the forty-one—point physics paper, held it a long
while, and finally said, Mom, I have not understood physics for two months. That
single sentence did more than any parent meeting ever had. It was the sentence I had
been waiting for. Papers into the folder, everything sorted back into its layer, the
three zippers each doing their job. Before leaving, he took that forty—-one-point

paper back from the edge of the trash bag and put it on the first page of the folder.

What followed happened slowly. He began packing his bag on Sunday evenings, and
the case was neat the next morning, something that had never happened before. He
started asking people about physics, first the teacher, then at home he would read
problems aloud to me, sketching auxiliary lines on the table as he talked. At the
January final: physics sixty—nine, math eighty-five. His father said the progress was
small. I said do not look at the scores, look at his desk. His desk had gone from a
mountain to a visible corner of the lamp, and the three zipper layers each held what

they should. That change was worth more than a dozen points.

One evening, tidying his desk, I found the case sitting under his lamp with all
three zippers closed. I suddenly remembered the day he chose it, holding up that deep
blue box in the stationery shop and asking me, are three layers enough? I had said,

enough enough, you will manage it yourself from now on. I still remember that
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sentence. The small patch of order beside a child is his studying itself. When the
case 1s messy, do not rush to scold the scores. Sit with him and put the things back

one by one, and somewhere along the way he will tell you where he is truly stuck.
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