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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
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tomorrow morning the school gate would open again.

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, I 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, I 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
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feel calm, the way a clean floor makes you feel before guests arrive.

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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At the End of Summer, I Stood Beside My Child

Sunday night, I walked down the hall about to remind my son to hurry up and
finish his summer homework. Last year at this time, this was the most headache-
inducing thing of the whole year. He sat on the inside of his desk, I sat on the
outside. I reminded him once, twice, three times. By the third reminder my temper was
up, and by the fourth he was crying, and the homework was still empty, and the night

was wasted, and the next night started all over again from exactly the same place.

But when I opened his door, I stopped in the doorway and stood there. He was
packing up his homework by himself. He had made piles, one for each subject, and he
was checking them against a list he had copied out by hand on a piece of scrap paper.
He had even numbered his math practice papers from one to fourteen, so that they
would stay in order inside his folder. He looked up, saw me standing there, and said:
Mom, I am almost done, only the English reading log is left. I said: all right, take
your time, and I stood quietly by his bed and watched him work. Then it hit me: he
does not need me to remind him anymore. When did this change happen? Maybe in July,
when I decided to stop sitting next to him and stopped cleaning up his desk after

him. Maybe even earlier. Children grow while the grown—ups are not looking.

A little later, he called me over and made me read his summer diary. He read out
loud the page about learning to cook: the first plate of eggs stuck to the bottom of
the pan, he could not scrape them off with the spatula, so his father came over and
dug them out with a spoon, and that night the whole family ate burnt—-egg fried rice,
and nobody mentioned that it was burnt, and we laughed about it for a full week. We
stood there in his room laughing until our stomachs hurt. Then I looked back on this
summer myself, and I found that it had been different from the summers before. He had
started coming to the market with me and carrying the heaviest bag all the way home
by himself. He had fixed the loose hinge of his own door with a screwdriver, and when
the door stopped sagging, he stepped back and looked at it like a little engineer.
None of these things are on any homework list, and no teacher will ever check them,

but in my eyes they are worth more than homework.

Getting ready for the new term was a shared job this year, too. We packed his
schoolbag together, bought pens, notebooks, and a new folder, and then we sat at the
kitchen table and talked about his third year. In the past, I was the one who talked
the most, making plans and giving orders. This time he talked more than I did. He
said he wanted a separate mistake notebook for math, because he had looked through
his papers from last term and found that he always made the same two kinds of
mistakes. He said he wanted to run on the school playground every evening before
dinner, because his sports test score last year was the only ugly number on his

report card. I mostly just sat there and said: all right, all right, good, good. When
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your child starts making his own plans, the best job left for a parent is to listen.

That night, lying in bed, I thought about it for a long time. For a parent, the
end of the summer vacation is the moment of watching the child grow one more span
without anybody pushing. Last year I was still managing his summer for him; this year
I stood beside him and watched him manage it himself. It turns out that letting go a
little more is not losing control. It is giving the child the room where he gets to
surprise you. If I had reminded him one more time this year, I would have missed
watching him put everything in order on his own. This is the lesson this summer

vacation taught me, and it is not written in any of the homework he packed away.

EREKBREED

JVHIER—ANEE, REEBE, BREwH: 2REKEEAd. BAEAESN, Hidt—
R RAAN, DR RAIFRE L, EELKT .

W B AT T, s rioe 7, SR B 1R e n =00, I Bt Rgio= .
Gilal s R e 7, VKA BB R T, PRI TERE Bl E T BRI
T R BEAERIKIRSOER, € BN, AR T

T AN B B e — 3 . B DURE A A (R i, AP SR AR [ 5 ok — ik 4R 4k . 2kt
HEEFZN: FN B, G2 M, EAKRRER . IR B R B B — K. Al
VU NI BAT 25 T, S 1 Do, A E sk e B, b R SO EST (/KR KA
o RGN, FIFEHE T AR OS5 H. nl it A DB AP 578 S 1) AT AR AR 1) 1
THmASEKR, FH TR, SOICR T BUE, BT JLA HEEXRNS, K=,

Rt LRI LUS S 2B BN E NSRRI o R Rk B 3T T
LA, WK, BT RERDCERMEER: PRNRE, S W REN EAEBOK, UK
RN AR T T A XSRS T Hid. BERE HdERE, BF He
SAEENHR, CEHE .

MR TPt IR e, O] 28Tk M. BEEAEUL, WEEN —HmAESATT. B
RS PR H o 3egn B O Tkl BRI Ao, BURATIE SR B A M ERAAE
ZIMPERIZ AT, B ORI =5 B RAGEH A AW R, B TS TR
B, BRRME Lt ok, K BANE KM BAET . CIXENFHAGTEEGREE, A
WAAHCOHME LY T .

PN 2 PR, WIERB B M 2. n A E FIEREE T BB T K

bi: ARBFWNA 2 BN%, BARBITKE, BaidHIL. FHHEIY . KRS NZX3ET
B k. Bdan B T IR A, S TAT, R T

www. vv99. net



The Summer Vacation Is Packing Itself Up

One morning near the end of August, I looked at my desk and suddenly felt it: the
summer vacation is packing itself up. It does not say goodbye out loud. It just gets
smaller and smaller, day by day, until one morning you look up and almost all of it

is already gone.

The Chinese holiday workbook was finished. The math practice papers were
finished. The English reading book had only three pages left, and I could finish them
in one evening if I wanted to. In the corner of my room, the mosquito coil had burned
out. There was no more watermelon in the fridge, and the watermelon season had gone
with it. The popsicles in the freezer had melted into one solid block of ice. The
summer did not leave with any big ceremony. It has been leaking away little by

little, and now it is almost empty.

I decided to pack up my homework properly. While I was turning the pages and
checking them, a folded note fell out from between two sheets. It was a note I had
written to a classmate back in July: Saturday morning, bring your bike to the river,
and whoever does not come is a dog. That was the funniest and best day of this whole
summer. The four of us pushed our bikes down to the river, rode forty minutes to get
there, jumped into the water with our shirts only half off, and then stood on the
bank competing to see who could skip a flat stone the farthest. When I got home that
evening, my mother was waiting at the entrance of the village with a broom in her
hand. But when she saw my sunburned black face and my dripping wet shirt, she raised
the broom, looked at me for two seconds, and then put the broom back down. Now,

months later, holding this little note in my fingers, I want to laugh out loud.

This was my first summer vacation in middle school, and it was more lively than
all six years of elementary school put together. We swam in the river in the
afternoons. At night I went out with a flashlight to catch cicadas, and the cicadas
sang so loudly that the beam of my flashlight shook in my hand. On a rainy night, my
father took me to the bridge to watch the flood water rise, and the river sounded
like a truck driving under the bridge all night long. I wrote every one of these
things into my diary. Now, flipping through the diary to look back at them feels like

watching a movie I have already seen, and I still want to watch it one more time.

Getting ready for the new term is serious business, because second year brings a
new subject: physics. Our homeroom teacher says that physics is the easiest subject
to pick up in second year and also the easiest one to fall behind in. So I made a
plan for myself. I will get up twenty minutes earlier every day and read English out
loud before breakfast. I will read the first three chapters of the physics textbook
before the teacher reaches them in class. I wrapped the covers of the new textbooks

with brown paper, sharpened five pencils and put them in the pencil case, and hung my
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uniform out the night before. My mother laughed at me for making such a big deal out
of it. I did not mind. Doing these small things properly is what makes me feel that I

am really about to become a second—year student.

The summer vacation and the school term are like the two banks of a river, and
tomorrow I have to cross the bridge back. But crossing the bridge does not mean
losing the summer. The summer taught me how to play: it taught me to ride a bike
forty kilometers, to skip stones, to keep a diary. The school term teaches me how to
learn. Both of them are lessons a person has to study hard at in this life. I looked
at my clean desk one last time, turned off the light, and said good night to the

summer vacation.
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