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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
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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
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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