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The Last Night of Packing Up My Homework

On the last night of the summer vacation, I finally made up my mind: it was time
to pack up my homework. I had been putting this off for three days. Every morning I
told myself that tomorrow I would do it, and every night I went to bed with the pile
on my desk still untouched. Tonight nobody was going to postpone it anymore, because

tomorrow morning the school gate would open again.
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My desk had been a mess for two months. The Chinese holiday workbook lay on top
of the math practice papers, the English reading book was squeezed under the mouse
pad, and the biology observation journal had a round water stain on its cover because
it had spent weeks next to my drinking cup. There were loose sheets everywhere, exam
papers from July mixed with quiz papers from August, and a few pages I had written on
and then completely forgotten about. I took everything off the desk, wiped the table
clean with a cloth, and started making piles, one pile for each subject. Then I
checked every item against the list our teacher had sent to the class group chat:
workbook, practice papers, reading notes, observation journal, and a book report.
When I ticked the last one, 1 let out a long breath, as if I had been holding it
since July and could finally let it go.

While packing, I found something funny. My handwriting in July and my handwriting
in August belonged to two different people. The July practice papers were written
carefully, character by character, with straight lines, and even the corrections were
drawn neatly in the margins. The August papers were scribbled, with characters
leaning sideways and strokes flying off the lines, clearly written in a hurry the
night before something else was due. I laughed at myself, then showed the two piles
to Dad. He looked for only one second and said: see, your handwriting has recorded
everything you did this summer. The handwriting on my papers had honestly kept a
diary of the whole vacation. In the first half I was still doing things properly, and

in the second half I was already thinking about how to catch up before school opened.

At the bottom of the drawer, under a stack of old test papers, 1 also found my
summer diary. I sat down on the floor and read it from the first page. The day I went
fishing with Dad and we caught nothing but an old rubber boot, and we agreed never to
tell anybody. The day I learned to cook tomato and egg stir—fry and burned the first
plate so badly that the smoke alarm started singing, and we ate the second plate
without mentioning it. The day I rode my bike all the way to the county town, forty
kilometers there and back, and my legs hurt so much that I could not sit down
properly for two days. I laughed by myself on the floor like a fool. These funny
moments were like pebbles at the bottom of a drawer, and when I picked them up one by

one, they were still warm.

After the homework was packed into the drawer, I started getting ready for the
new term. The new textbooks had already been handed out at the end of July, so I
wrapped the covers one by one with brown paper and wrote my name on the spine of each
book. I put new pens, a ruler, a set of triangles, and a fresh mistake notebook into
my schoolbag, and hung my school uniform on the chair by the door so that it would
not be wrinkled in the morning. Mom said there was no hurry, that school did not
start until eight o’ clock. But I wanted to finish it tonight. Finishing it made me

feel calm, the way a clean floor makes you feel before guests arrive.
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Before bed, I stood in the doorway and looked at the clean desk one more time.
The summer vacation is like a room I have lived in for two months, and now the bag is
packed and I am about to check out. I feel reluctant. I have not finished sleeping
late, not finished the TV series, not finished riding my bike around town with
nowhere to be. But I also feel a little excited, in a quiet way. Next term I am in
the third year of middle school, the last year before the entrance exam, and
everybody says it will be different. I know I cannot be as scattered as I was in
these two months. A person has to know when to play and when to put things away.

Right now, it is time to put things away.
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