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The Plan Behind the Door

At the mouth of our lane lives a friend named Lin Xiaobei, and his way with time
is something I watched and picked up this summer. Behind his door hangs a plan he
drew himself, the characters crooked but the boxes ruled straight. He told me he had
stuck it up, torn it down, and redone it four times. Now even his parents, if they
want to add two pages of mental math, must first argue their case with him, and only

if they win may they fill a box.

In the first week of July we planned to fish for crayfish by the pond at dusk. I
called him at four, and he stood by the door, checked the plan, and asked whether
four twenty would do, since his reading box still had ten minutes to go. I waited
downstairs those ten minutes and heard him turning pages inside, not in a hurry. At
the pond he fished steadier than I did, saying his homework was finished by morning

anyway, so a whole afternoon sitting cost him nothing.

Two things on his plan made me envious. One was the pencil checks: one task done,
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one check drawn; merely touching it does not count, only finishing does. Once he
copied a text at noon, got halfway through, went to answer the phone, and came back
to finish before making the check. The other was the free block at the bottom of the
plan, neatly listing which days were for Chinese chess, biking, or a visit to his
grandma at her house. His mother says that is the column he treasures most, and no

one may touch it.

The first big rain of August kept us indoors for two days, so he brought the
chess board over to teach us. While jumping his pieces he explained the rule he set:
half an hour of chess after dinner each day, and any time left over belongs to
himself, as many games as he likes. We played fiercely those two days. When he lost
he did not flip the board, because the homework boxes for the next day were already

full, and winning or losing interfered with nothing.

In the days before school opened, he cleared his homework early and lived the
rest exactly by the free block: biking to the bookshop in town, delivering
watermelons to neighbors, setting up the chess board in the yard at dusk and waiting
for players. When I visited his home at the end of August, the plan behind his door
was covered with checks, the pencil marks light and dark in layers, like tree rings.

His mother said this year they never needed a second sheet.

With the summer over, what I learned was not to copy his boxes but his line: you
may only check it when it is done; touching it does not count. I taped my own plan
behind my door, and in the first few days three boxes were already full. The moment a

check goes on, it feels brighter than any game.
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