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A Letter Mailed to Three Years Later

The letter went into the green mailbox by the teaching building door in the
afternoon. The iron 1lid clamped down with a click; inside lay a dozen letters
already, and my single thin page landed on top of everyone else’s thick stacks, like
one leaf falling onto a pile of leaves. [ stared at the mailbox slot for a few
seconds, then turned back to class. Wind in the corridor made the flag—guard s flag
corner flap and rattle. To understand why my page was so thin, we have to go back to

that morning.

At seven thirty the whole grade assembled on the field. The anthem under the
flagpole felt longer than usual — or maybe I stood so straight that it felt long.
When the flag reached the top and the wind spread its face open, we gave the gaze
salute. We were seventh graders now, no more saluting in red scarves, yet several

hands in the formation hovered in midair for a moment before dropping, mine among
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them. The flagpole’ s shadow fell across the track lines, and staring at that shadow I
suddenly remembered the day I joined the Pioneers in first grade, on this same field:
an older member tied my red scarf too tight, and I walked the whole morning with my

neck stretched.

The leaving ceremony followed immediately. The counselor announced: please remove
your red scarves. Thousands of hands rose together. I found the knot at my collar — a
knot I had retied myself after PE in fourth grade, pulled too fast and jammed tight;
I picked at it twice before it came loose. The scarf came away from my neck still
carrying my body heat. All around was the fine rustle of cloth, like silkworms
feeding on mulberry leaves. I folded the scarf once, then again, and tucked it into
my pocket, where the fabric lay against my chest and cooled down very slowly. The
counselor led the call-and-response, and thousands of voices crashed thunderously
against the flagpole. I could pick out the loudest shouters in our class; 0ld Zhou s
voice cracked, and he shouted through the crack. That half second of silence

afterward stayed with me for a long time.

Back in the classroom, letter paper was handed out. My deskmate Zheng Yinuo wrote
so fast her pen tip stabbed the page; I glimpsed that her letter was all questions:
Will you still grow taller? Are you still friends with Xiao Min? Did you pass math?
Have you become an adult? When she finished she stuffed it into the envelope and
wrote on the outside: you must write back. My sheet sat blank for twenty minutes, and
in the end I wrote one line: if you still remember today, write back to me. For a

signature I drew a crooked triangle, the shape of a folded red scarf.

Now the letter is in the mailbox, squeezed among a dozen others; the school is
supposed to keep them three years and return them in ninth grade. Sometimes I wonder
what face the person who opens this letter in three years will make reading that one
line. Will it tighten in the throat the way I feel now when I remember that half
second of silence on the field? Saying goodbye to childhood turns out not to need a
ceremony. Ceremonies are for the eyes. The real goodbye is the click of one page

dropping under an iron lid.
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