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The Plan Wall

On the first day of vacation my son taped a blank sheet to the wall and announced
he was making a plan for summer. I sat beside him ready to lead, and stated my agenda
first: finish the homework, read two books, and find time for the piano. He waved his
hand and said this was his own plan and he would write it himself. I swallowed the

arrangements that had reached my lips and handed him the pen.

He bent over his little desk, writing more earnestly than any homework. His plan
listed watching ants move house, catching lizards, jumping in puddles, and one item
about eating a whole watermelon. I held back from correcting him. In my eyes these
were not serious business, but in his eyes watching ants was the most important

matter of all, and a plan should hold the important things.
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When the plan was written he asked my help to post it on the wall, then signed
his name at the corner with great ceremony, the strokes crooked but the pressure
full. He also asked me to sign as a witness; I signed, and he checked the line once
to make sure I had not added a stroke for him. Homework was squeezed in the middle,
with play on both sides. The piano item sat at the bottom, and he drew a crying face
beside it, saying the matter of practice could be discussed at night. He tilted his

head and studied it for a long while, satisfied, and said the plan belonged to him.

The day after the plan went up, he crouched by the wall watching ants for a full
hour, then came back to report that the queen ant is fatter than the workers. His
homework took fifteen minutes, far faster than when I stand over him urging him on.
The plan had no clause about puddles, so he added a line himself: wait for rain, then
jump in puddles. One afternoon the rain came, and he dashed out in his rain boots
while I photographed him from the window, as evidence. The neighbor passed by under

an umbrella, watched him jumping in the rain, and laughed out loud too.

The corners of the plan paper on that wall grew fuzzy from being touched. Each
finished item he crossed out with a red pen, hard, as if closing a great affair;
after crossing it out he capped the pen and hung it back on the holder, missing not
one step of the ceremony. I had worried the plan was too loose and the summer would
go to waste; in the end he wasted not one day, and the one wasting time was me. [ sat
beside him on my phone, watching him watch ants and jump puddles, laughing without a

care, and it struck me that I had not laughed like that for years.

Spending summer with my son, [ understood for the first time that the plan
belongs to him, and only then does the vacation belong to him. What grown—ups must do
is not arrange for the child, but keep the paper straight on the wall, step back, and

watch the little one run the days in fine order.

— I B

EHY, &R A BRI NI IBZRRGE BN R, EIL T2 A E, BT
AN RN, BOEHUE. R ERE DKL, KM KE N, &7 LKEIE
B b, AR TR AU T, TR, SANE, SURIE LA LERT

MEACIZH R 7 R BORERBE L, 20— At 4e [0k, . 28 ARG T, shiAEAK AL
WA AR B oK. A FAKEEAB, B K LA Sk, AR IR, KA EANER. AR BT
BEAE 7L, KEVNR, ORI BT L€, b BAREE LK, w4, Rt T,
AP TR AN OAES OIS . A N LICARIKE, AT AR .

BAHEFTIAAT TR AR WX, SRR TS b, Al AN, s 25 45

www. vv99. net




ArkgE. A3 TG BT BE, SRR, Baftathicdett, MNERRE 7. K% X,
MG W T — 2 B, ANWE, 5. RIS EARAE S S T, BER L HSE Y. DR A
KA 1A, SR TR K el 2, U B 4 RIRAERH B I A AT

TABFETIL AT Sk R AR R, ZAREIMA R T LFERAER R TIKZ T, w45 A
CUBK, B LERICRS . WL RN, KRN, FAN IR, A . I
LRI, X ZER BT

AR B, AR TR EWIL, &8 TSN, TREMNEMET . A5, &
[, —AEU BN WANATEE T EOB RIS, WA, & 2RSS, 2k
YT NIH . idAMER AL W AMER, IS M2 A0 I Fa 4% B 1K, RIS 4
N

Wi AR AR BT A AESS, BARUL, WIEBROL L. L. JUhR—5), IRSERT L
REZAL Y

The Distance of One River

In mid—July my son named the little river with the small fish as his wish. That
river was the river of my own childhood, ninety kilometers out of the city, an hour
and a half by navigation. His father started the engine and we simply went. The back
seat held a small net, a water gun, and a big towel, and the boy pressed his face to
the window asking all the way whether we had arrived. His father said soon, and he
counted on his fingers, could not count it out, and switched to asking how many
traffic lights were left.

The river was shallower than in memory. He stepped in wearing sandals and pulled
the first foot right back, calling it cold. The second foot stayed, and he stood in
the water calling me to come down. His father got in before me, crouched in the river
pretending to be a stone, was seen through by the boy, and laughed until he could not
straighten up. I took off my shoes on the bank and walked a few steps with him; the
water reached my calves and the coolness climbed up my legs. Suddenly he bent to cup
water, lifted a handful, and it leaked away through his fingers, leaving only a small
fish as long as a finger flopping in his palm. He crouched and returned the fish to

the water, gentler than anyone.

We stayed by the river the whole afternoon. A wind off the river pressed his wet
clothes against his back; he did not complain of the cold, bent over, and felt along
the cracks between stones. He caught and released, released and caught, swinging the
net until it whistled, and in the end caught nothing but soaked himself through. When
the sun went down he had peeled an armful of sunburned skin and did not complain of

pain, only laughed. On the way home he fell asleep in the back seat with river sand
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clinging to his eyelashes. He drank none of the water from the thermos; instead he
poured in half a pot of river water, saying it was for the fish I keep on the balcony

to live in.

As I sat on the stone by the river watching him, I suddenly noticed that he had
grown tall. The child I had carried over the threshold last year now waded through
water on his own, steadier than I was. The river was still that river, the water
still that coolness; the river I had soaked in as a girl was soaking him now. The way

time passes became visible and touchable in that moment.

On the morning we left, his father asked only one question, where to, and the boy
answered, that river, so we really went. No guidebook, no hotel booking, one backpack
and one towel. I used to think an outing must be solemn and well-prepared; now I
think what the child wants is not a scenic spot but the feeling that when he speaks,
someone takes him seriously. He will not remember the kilometers or the road; he will
remember that handful of water leaking through his fingers and the little fish set

free.

At night, soaking in the bathtub, he was still laughing when he suddenly said,
let us go again next summer. I said yes. For that one sentence alone, the river is

worth ninety kilometers.
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Watermelon, Fireflies, and Staying Up Late

The summer joys of my son are all arranged in small sizes: watermelon chilled in
water, fireflies in the yard, permission to stay up late. None of them costs money,

and each one makes him roll with delight.

The watermelon came from town in the evening. We pressed the whole melon into a
basin of water in the draft where the wind passes through the hall, waiting for it to
chill through. Halfway through homework he would run to look and ask whether it was
ready. The melon sat still in the basin; he grew impatient and tapped the rim of the
basin with a spoon, and I told him to stop. When we ate it he chose the bite from the
center, the reddest part with the fewest seeds. He bit a crescent gap into a slice,
juice running down to his elbow, and he would not wipe it, only threw his head back
and laughed, saying the melon juice was pickling his arm. Our household watermelon
ledger, kept through one summer, is clearer than anyone could keep it: which day we

ate, who cut it, and who got the very center bite.

The fireflies came to the corner of the yard. When the first one lit up, he held
his breath and made the whole family line up to watch, nobody allowed to speak. The
light flickered on the grass leaves, green and clean. He asked whether the light of a
firefly could be bottled. I said it could, but the bottle would smother it. He
thought a moment and said, then let it stay lit in the grass. His last words before
sleep that night were, good night, fireflies. The next day he thought about it all
day long, ran to the corner of the yard at dusk to look, saw none, was not

disappointed, and said the fireflies were on holiday that evening.

Staying up late was the exception we granted. For several nights before the end
of August we allowed him past nine. The whole family carried bamboo chairs into the
yard to watch the stars, learn the Big Dipper, and hunt for the Herd Boy and the
Weaver Girl. He held his face up; when his neck ached he switched to the other foot
for support, and told stories from school, glowing as he told them. His mother named
a constellation wrongly, he corrected her, and stood up on his toes in triumph. At

half past nine he yawned and said by himself, the stars are not finished counting but
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the person fell asleep first.

I had thought spending summer with him meant taking him to far places and
expensive places. In the end I found his joy lives entirely in small places: the
center bite of the watermelon, one firefly on a grass leaf, the extra half hour of
staying up. He is like a small mirror showing me a skill I had long lost, the

knowledge that delight can be this cheap and this easy.

On the eve of school opening he packed his schoolbag by himself and suddenly said
this summer was happy. 1 asked how happy, and he thought a moment and said, happier
than receiving a toy. I wrote that sentence down in my mind like an entry in a

ledger. It is this child who taught me to live through summer all over again.
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