EREEET

WA RS R FRAER, RICERNB W HEMR, Yo b FeanT\, RiEb
Y, BRI S L. AR T M BB S ARE, BT XA TR B AR, A2
%, BEBAERE T PR i B RERE AR T n, A At A#AIAME .

MR LR ARA A, JEERBEANRIRIK . B TP R, AT, ARG =AMz 2
BI= R, = ANRRE R AR T — AN RBLBWESAE R, WXBRANT, 4E T
BANHK: BRI = ABCRTE SCR B2 A — By BLINAAT B2 I RIRII B K . = 9K B 4]
Mgtde. —BIAFE ANRE L. T FEEANE, 8T+, 1 B2l
o FHAUASBARE], BHEHRE] oK) ERIER, AmeaBER T .

HAEAEAR B/ LTI, BARRGRIX AT BRI Ak, AR
JRHEA AP HEE R AE, L ARSI AL, e e s R . 10T, B ERRGE A
Mkt 17, il e, BRRMELITGALE. ZEMRREBRA B, Roykoas
AR BOE B SIS = AR YR RS, DU LT ER BT AE, R 0Ot &
ETe AR IREL, HOR A BsE 2 R ORE . FRLN S AL 2 B L, R
EAEMEE T, WA ERRRE, e R AL

T FARTA T WA S5k, JEE RN I EHG A BT, ALK IH 2%
Prghae, SREERISAERRNIEVMER . = MRZEHr L, 570 &, S TE =, &
M)z B, BEBIPIRALBI A, MECE RN TR BT IR b, BB B 2
AIRER M), 8 EERE, A= A, (HRR T E R,

A E R A + A%, g\t 8RR, ORI Bl
ot BREERNSAESIIRGE, s BT XA LT R ESL N N A fE5E .
BORIUP It 2 AL G BN, AL L, SR VA6, R RRIK I T e £ AT
2o Wl RUEWTAT 4

DUHE BN B A IH AT LS . RRR T 52 AIE T B o B3, REIH BT
B, WEUEIE B SRR s et iaEl, Bl RiEeT - TTRESAE R . XA INEA R,
(BN RA M EAMERE AR, SSEETILX D is.

My Pencil Pouch Is a Mirror

The day the midterm report came out, I yanked my pencil pouch out of my bag and
threw it on the desk. Math sixty—eight, English seventy—four, physics barely passing.
My mother asked from the living room how I did. I said fine. The lie sat heavy in my
chest, but harder to explain than the scores was something else: I sat at my desk

every single day, so why could I not hold onto anything?

That night, hunting for my mistake notebook, I turned the whole pouch upside
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down. I had bought it canvas—made at the start of seventh grade, with three
compartments. By the second half of eighth grade those three compartments had merged
into one cave: black pens, red pens, and pencils jammed together, two caps missing,
the red pen too dry to write; my math set squares tangled with a Chinese bookmark;
plus half a tube of old glue, three crumpled notes, and a button that had rolled in
at some unknown date. I dug things out one by one for ten minutes, and a small
mountain grew on the desk. The mistake notebook never surfaced; instead I found my

class schedule from the first term of seventh grade, its corners worn round.

Sitting before that mountain, the past half year came back to me. The pouch did
not get messy overnight. In seventh grade I knew exactly what lived in each
compartment; the red pen came out only for correcting my own notes and went back to
the middle layer. In eighth grade, I drifted in class more often, my notes grew
patchy, and the pens began cohabiting carelessly: red mixed with black, because I had
not corrected my notes in two weeks; set squares mixed with junk, because I could not
follow geometry and closed the book whenever that chapter came. Every mess inside the
pouch matched one surrender in my studies. I had thought a messy pouch was just a
habit problem. It was a mirror. My academic disorder had been recorded inside it,

item by item, all along.

That weekend I did two things. First, I inventoried the mountain: dead pens into
the trash, button and glue into the junk drawer, the old schedule tucked into the
pouch’ s clear mesh pocket. The three compartments got new jobs: writing tools in one,
correction and instruments in one, spares in one. Second, I opened the mistake
notebook I finally found and started repairing errors from the first problem of
chapter six in math. Its blank pages were like the empty compartments of my pouch. I

filled three pages a week, not many, but redoing every problem myself.

The change did not happen overnight. At the December monthly test I scored
eighty-one in math. Not a high score, but that afternoon as I packed up, everything
sat in its own compartment and the zipper closed in one pull. Half a year ago that
same motion needed two presses. [ found that order is contagious: when the pouch
returns to order, the notes follow, the mistakes follow, and when the hand knows what

to reach for, the mind knows what to listen for.

My pouch is still that old canvas one. After every monthly test I dump it on the
desk and clean it, like wiping that mirror. If it is clean, I know I have not been
slacking lately; if it starts to mess up, | know there is a subject I am hiding from
again. The method is not sophisticated, but it works for me: when I cannot control my

thinking, I start by controlling the small patch of order within reach of my hand.
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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,
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and looked at the case before she looked at the notes.

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 1lid 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 I
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.
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Dumping the case clean takes five minutes, but it forces me to face my own mess once

a week. Mess is not frightening. Not seeing it is.
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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.
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
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January final: physics sixty—nine, math eighty—five. His father said the progress was
small. T 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
sentence. The small patch of order beside a child is his studying itself. When the
case is 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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