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Homework First, Play After

My plan was taped right above the desk, while I stuck to my bed all day. As the
sun climbed, its light fell right on that sheet of paper, and I rolled over on the
cool mat, thinking vacation was still long and night writing would do the same. In
the first days, my homework books stayed untouched, while I missed not a single

cartoon.

At eleven at night on July tenth, a math problem blocked me. Two sheets of
scratch paper filled up, and my hands were shaking. My mother stood at the door and
asked what I had done all day. I had no answer. The problem was not hard; I had piled
six days of homework into one night. I played uneasily by day and wrote sloppily by

night, and the next day I could barely read my own writing.

The next morning I sat down before anything else and cleared the morning homework
before going downstairs. The first three days were the hardest. Cicadas sang in the

trees, friends called me from the yard, and my palms itched. On the afternoon of the
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fourth day, my cousin and I went catching cicadas on the river dike, with no homework
waiting behind me all afternoon. That felt different. His net could not reach the
high cicadas, so I kept watch for him, and we laughed until we squatted down in the
grass. On the way home a big white goose chased us with its neck stretched out; my

cousin lost one shoe, and I laughed so hard I could not stand straight.

After that I changed the plan: homework first, play last, with one free block in
between. Every morning in August, two pages of math and two of Chinese, and the
afternoon was mine. One day, shelling beans with my mother, I thought as I worked:
the plan was not decoration. It straightened out the day, and a person stops feeling

twisted.

One afternoon in August, my dad was unloading watermelons from the truck and
called me to help. I carried over a dozen trips, my neck red in the sun, and at night
we fished a watermelon out of the well and ate it, sweet to the heart, with not a
trace of unfinished homework in the taste. [ had eaten watermelon before too, sweet
on the tongue but with a worry hanging behind it, and the flavor always fell short
That night I finally tasted that the feeling of pure joy has to be traded for first,

with the serious work of the daytime.

On the evening of August twenty seventh, I taped that wrinkled plan back on the
wall. Dark marks from sweaty hands covered it, and its corners had curled. I put it
back not as a souvenir but as a reminder: the way to master a day is to put the

hardest thing first. Get the order right, and the whole vacation runs smooth.
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