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Unfolding an 0l1d Paper Airplane

While tidying the storeroom one weekend, I fished a paper airplane out of the
bottom of an old cardboard box. The paper had yellowed, the corners frayed, but the
creases were still sharp. I laid it on my knee and unfolded it bit by bit. The folds
had gone brittle; I dared not press hard, as if peeling thin ice. It was folded from
an old exercise book, its grid lines faded, and inside was a pencil line: Li
Xiaoman’s plane, no stealing flights. I stared at the name a long time before

remembering it was me, signed in third grade.

The plane was folded that summer. My deskmate brought half a used exercise book
from home, and we folded it flat on the desk, pressing our nails along each edge,
blowing off the dust, tapping the nose twice against the desk corner because that

made it fly steadier. The finished planes went into the hidden pocket of our
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schoolbags, saved until Children’s Day before we dared let them fly. The old teaching
building had three floors, with an open corridor between the second and third, its
iron railing peeling in patches. We lined up leaning on the railing, taking turns
throwing down. When my turn came, I breathed on it, let go, and the plane dove
sideways, skimming the crowns of the plane trees below, hanging in midair for a
moment while we cheered from the railing and the leaves rustled. The next day the
headmaster hung colored flags in the plane trees, and we tilted our heads back
counting the colors, a string of red, a string of yellow. That was for Children’s

Day.

On the holiday each of us got a kraft paper bag, its mouth stapled shut, to be
torn open slowly along the edge. Inside were a few fruit candies, a milk candy, and a
small packet of powder for making soda. I kept the bags, folded into little squares,
pressed under my pencil case. The last fruit candy I could not bear to eat; I kept it
until the wrapper wrinkled and the candy melted misshapen in my pocket, then ate it

in one bite. That sweetness I remembered for years.

At some point my daughter poked her head in and asked what I was folding. I
pulled out a sheet of paper and folded one on the spot. My fingers had gone clumsy,
the wings uneven, and I handed it over. She stood on the sofa and threw it down; the
plane nosedived into a cushion. She giggled and asked, Is this really called a paper
airplane? I said yes. She said, It doesn’ t fly far at all. I said, When it was young
it flew quite high — once there was one that sailed over a whole row of plane trees.
She did not understand. She set the new plane on her desk, neatly beside her pencil

case.

The old one I refolded along its original creases, slipped it into a thick book,
and stood it on the shelf right next to her pencil case. Outside the window the wind

rose, and the plane tree leaves rustled once, softly, like someone far away turning a

page.
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When the Plane Tree Leaves Rustle

When the wind rises outside the window, the plane tree leaves roar into one great
rustle, like many pages turned at once. I set down my pen, and the sound carries me

straight back to the campus of more than twenty years ago.

The old campus had several rows of plane trees, their trunks gray-white, bark
peeling off in sheets to reveal pale green new skin underneath. We called the peeled
bark plane-tree paper, rolled it into tubes, and competed over whose tube was
longest. On summer afternoons, sunlight leaked through the gaps in the leaves and
shattered into trembling patches of light on the concrete ground. We jumped rubber
bands, slapped picture cards, and chased shadows inside those patches of light. The
sun stretched our shadows long; the shadows of the plane trees fell across us,

swaying patch by patch, and no one dodged.

That year I was in fourth grade, and our Children’s Day program rehearsed under
the plane trees. Cicadas screamed overhead, one cry pressing down on the next. The
backs of our white shirts were soaked through, stuck to the chair backs, lifting a
sliver of cool air when we stood up. We did not feel tired after rehearsal, because
we were all thinking about the candy. On the holiday each child got a paper bag: a
few fruit candies, a milk candy, and a small packet of soda powder. We crouched under

the water tap, poured the powder into glass bottles, watched it bubble and gurgle,
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raised our bottles for a toast, clinking them loudly on purpose, not minding the
spills. The sweetness of candy, the sting of soda, and the smell of plane tree leaves

all mixed into the same summer, and twenty years have not scattered them.

Later still came the season of paper airplanes. We saved ruined exercise books in
our desk cubbies, folded them into planes on the way home from school, and threw them
from the river embankment toward the trees. The plane trees stood at the edge of the
playground like a row of people with raised hands. On windy days the planes could
sail all the way to the trunks, and we chased after them, crunching the fallen
leaves. One plane snagged in a fork of branches. We shook the tree, could not shake
it loose, threw pebbles, could not knock it down. The next day it fell by itself,
landing on the classroom windowsill, wings cocked, as if it had flown back to find

us.

The old campus was later demolished, and I heard that row of plane trees did not
survive. [ went back once, stood on the newly paved concrete trying to locate where
the patches of light used to fall, and found nothing — only a small curled strip of

old bark in a brick seam, which I clenched in my palm, pricking a little.

A few days ago I passed a primary school gate at dismissal time, and through the
crowd a boy ran past holding up a paper airplane, its wings trembling in the wind. I

stood there watching for a while, and did not run after him.

The wind is still rustling outside. I push the window open, let the sound in, sit
down, and keep writing. Halfway through I look up: that row of plane trees is bending

in the wind, just like us all those years ago, walking in line through the shade.
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Wang Manzi’ s Plane Flew the Farthest

The best paper—airplane folder in our class was Wang Manzi. No one disputed it,
because in every flying contest, the plane that landed farthest was always his. His
wings were pressed razor—tight, the nose scuffed a few times on his shoe sole, and
after a breath of air it flew straight, gliding all the way to the plane trees at the
edge of the playground. We watched from the open corridor as his plane dove from the
third floor, skimmed the treetops, and set off a small rustle of leaves. We shouted
from the railing; downstairs he turned and waved, the wind trembling the hair on his

forehead.

He was particular about folding. The paper had to be from an old exercise book -
new paper is stiff and won’t press flat; the wings had to be symmetrical, off by a
hair and it veers. He taught me: pinch the wing roots, throw against the wind, never
with it. I did as told and my plane still nosedived. He picked it up, bent a small
notch back at the nose, and handed it to me again. This time it glided out level for
ten—odd meters. He crouched on the grass watching it land and said, Good, you’ ve
graduated. He was eleven saying it, with a face full of grave maturity, and we all

roared.

On Children’s Day they handed out candy - kraft paper bags with fruit candies and
a milk candy. Wang Manzi dug the milk candy out in front of me, tucked it into his
pencil case, and said this one wasn’ t for eating; he’d take it home to his mother.
His mother sold tofu at the market and got up at four in the morning. I said a milk
candy would melt in a pocket. He thought a moment, pulled a small folded plane from
his schoolbag, lifted a slit along the wing’ s trailing edge, slid the candy in, and

pressed it shut. This way it won’t melt, he said, the paper absorbs it. I crouched
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under a plane tree watching him work, fascinated, and copied him at home — only my
candy soaked a damp blot through the wing, and the plane veered after two flights.

His flew home steady and true, at least that’s what he claimed.

In the second half of fifth grade, Wang Manzi’s family moved to another city. The
day before he left, he pressed a plane into my hands, wings pressed tight, nose
scuffed shiny. Throw against the wind, he said. I nodded. He walked off with his
schoolbag, turned once under the plane tree, and gave one small wave. The next day
his seat was empty. I put his plane in the hidden pocket of my schoolbag and never
had the heart to fly it.

Years passed. The old campus was demolished, and I don’ t dare think too closely
about the plane trees. At a class reunion the year before last, someone remembered
him: his mother’ s tofu stall closed long ago, and he runs a small printing shop down

south. No one remembered the plane with the milk candy inside, except me.

Mine is still in my drawer, the paper brittle, the corners frayed, never flown.
Around each Children’s Day I take it out, look once, and put it back. When wind slips
through the window crack, the paper stirs faintly, as if someone far away were, on

its behalf, throwing it against the wind, again and again.
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