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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
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
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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? 1 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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