The Real World
Zoe Ng

I folded my jackets, packed my suitcases, and swept the floor. It was the day before |
flew back to Hong Kong from the Netherlands this summer. It had been six months since I
left home. I used to miss home so much, the way I saw my family and friends slowly
disappeared out of my sight in the airport was still clear in my mind. In a blink of an eye, I
was going to return home. Or was [?

Mom texted me when it was already midnight in Hong Kong. “You don’t need to pay
me back the amount you borrowed. I never meant to collect it back. You have proved that
you made good use of the money I gave you, so enjoy your last day there. Check your ID
cards and passport. It’s time to go back to the real world.”

“The real world” — it reminds me of the audio I heard every time I left Disneyland.
After one short day of fun and laughter, we are returning to our usual life, repetitive and
laborious. The workdays, school, and homework are all in the element of the “real world”.
This is the world we are living in, or “stuck in”. I sighed, thinking this exchange journey was
a long, sweet dream and it was time to wake up.

There was a canal outside my building with a skyscraper on the other side. My room
is on the 6' floor, I usually gazed out of my window, witnessing the sunlight shining onto the
walls, making everything glowing and golden. On the last day, I did something I had never
done before — I sat outside my building right in front of the canal to watch the sun set. The
sky turns dark late at night during summer, it was around 9 or 10p.m. when I sat outside. It
was no longer chilly like May or June, but warmth was embracing me. There were people
running or strolling along the canal, which happens daily. Yet, it was very different from

what I usually saw from above. I could hear their laughter and look at their faces clearly as I



sat on the bench. It was nothing special, but it made me happy simply by observing what was
happening around me.

I wondered what the “real world” really is. The sceneries, people, and landmarks
came to my mind, magnificent and splendid. As I sat on a bench, the vibrant hues of the
sunset reflected off the water, creating a mesmerizing dance of light. Suddenly, it struck me
that the “real world” was not just about responsibilities and routines. It was about connection,
the gatherings I had been to, and the moments that take my breath away. The laughter I
shared with friends, the warmth of family calls, and the quiet reflections during solitary
sunsets—all these elements composed the essence of life. I thought about my stay in the
Netherlands. Each canal I passed by, every conversation I had, each postcard I collected and
all the cultural nuances I accepted broadened my perspective on the world. This journey had
not been an escape from reality but rather a deep dive into it. I came to understand that the
“real world” was not something to return to, but something I should live fully wherever I was.
If I lived mindlessly, I would not have noticed these beautiful sceneries and people I have
come across.

With one last look at the golden reflection shimmering on the water and the
skyscrapers, I took a deep breath to savor this moment and prepared myself to leave this
place. Initially, my mom was right, that this exchange felt like a beautiful long dream, and the
end of it marks a harsh reality. Yet, as for me, the real world was not a place, it was these
experiences and emotions, and I was ready to embrace them. Things I had been through these
past six months were also part of the real world. Perhaps this journey may help me start to
appreciate the fast-paced routine life in Hong Kong. As long as I find beauty and purpose in
life, it is full of wonders wherever I am. It was all a matter of perspective and expectations.
As the sky turned dark, the hues faded away, a gentle breeze cooled my face, I returned to my

room and enjoyed my last night in the Netherlands.



The next day, as I zipped up my suitcase, I felt a bittersweet nostalgia wash over me.
Each item I packed held so many memories, and the things I left behind because of baggage
limitations would always remind me of this incredible journey. I took a final look at my
empty room before I closed my door for one last time. I said goodbye to a “real world” that I
have experienced and travelling to another “real world”. Instead of seeing my return as an
end, I viewed it as a beginning. I carried with me not just souvenirs but cherished memories,

and the skyline of Hong Kong awaited me.



