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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.

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
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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.
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