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The Material Notebook Beside Me

Azhe sits to my right. In the first composition class of Junior Two he borrowed
my opening to copy. His opening was mine, and mine came from the anthology my mother
bought. For a while our compositions were twins, and so were our scores, both stuck
around forty—two. Our Chinese teacher once read one comment that we shared: the

content looks vaguely familiar.

In October, on the birthday of Azhe, his father gave him an old tablet. He
started watching films at lunch break, the twenty—minute shorts, and saving the long

ones for weekends. Strangely, he never discussed the plot afterward. He took out a
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green—covered notebook and wrote two lines. I thought he was copying dialogue. 1
leaned over once and saw he was writing images: headlights sweeping a puddle on a
rainy night, the streetlamp in the puddle shattering once and rounding back whole.
Below it another line: like the time I knocked the enamel mug of my mother off the

table, and she picked up the mug first, and did not look at me first.

I asked him what he wrote it for. He said, saving. His father drives a long—haul
truck and is gone for months, and he used to dread writing about family. Others wrote
about mothers knitting sweaters; he did not even have that. Then he watched a film
about a truck driver who wrote the school number of his daughter on the edge of his
steering wheel. He said that day he copied the number of his own father on the
steering wheel into the notebook, and after writing it sat there a long time without
a word. His notebook grew thicker, the film column and the home column side by side

like two lines of little trains.

For the big November exam composition, the topic was The Back View. It was handed
in, and the next Chinese class the teacher read the essay of Azhe aloud. He wrote how
his father unloaded cargo and tucked a corner of the tarp into the rope groove,
tucked it three times, and on the third time patted the tarp with his palm, like
patting someone asleep. The class went silent. The teacher finished and said: that
pat is not in any textbook or anthology. The ears of Azhe went red; he bent over
pretending to hunt for an eraser. I glimpsed his green notebook open in the desk
cubby, and on that page a new line: while the teacher read my essay, the one on my

right was stealing looks at me.

December monthly exam, I caught his composition score at the top of the paper:
fifty-one. He traded his notebook for my physics notes, saying, films never really
taught me anything. They only showed me that a single pat on a tarp is worth writing
down. Write enough of them, and on exam day they walk out by themselves. I thought
about it and bought a notebook too. They were out of green, so I bought blue. On the
first page I wrote a film about a postman who slides a letter under a door and a hand
reaches out from the crack to hold the letter down. After that line I added my own:

like the three seconds my father held my report card without speaking.

Now Azhe and I each have nearly full material notebooks. We have a pact: no
peeking at each other, meet on the exam paper. Last time we swapped physics notes, he
wrote a line on my title page: your film stock is catching up with mine. I wrote
back: your number on the steering wheel, I still remember it to this day. Neither of
us copies compositions anymore. The twins of forty—two points have each walked off in

their own direction.
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