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That Summer, the Alarm Did Not Ring

On the last day of term, I carried home a sheet of paper I had drawn myself. The
summer vacation timetable was pasted on the wall at the foot of my bed, with half
past six in the morning circled in red pen. I believed that once a plan was on the

wall, the summer would fall into place by itself.

On the first morning, the alarm went off at half past six. I reached out and
silenced it, thinking I would lie down for just five minutes. When I opened my eyes
again, it was nearly ten. During the first week, that paper on the wall was only a
decoration. The morning reading slot was filled with overslept, the morning homework
slot was filled with in the afternoon, and the afternoon exercise slot was filled

with tomorrow.

The turning point came on the night at the end of the first week. I looked at the
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paper and saw check marks beside only the first two lines, and I felt a little
afraid. I tore it off and drew a new one. This time I did not schedule the whole day,
only three lines. The first thing of each day was the hardest thing, one hour of
mathematics homework; the second was reading; the rest of the time was my own. 1
moved the alarm from the bedside to the desk across the room, so that I had to stand

up to silence it.

On the second morning, I walked over to silence the alarm while still half
asleep, and sat down at the desk on the way. That hour of mathematics was finished
before I was fully awake. In that hour I put the geometry problems I feared most at
the beginning, and as soon as my pen started moving, I was fully awake. At noon my
mother came home from work, saw the exercise book open on the desk, said nothing, and
just added one more dish to my lunch. By noon I felt like another person. Reading
aloud in the morning was something I had never managed in primary school, yet that

summer I did it.

Through August I lived by the second chart. Morning reading grew from one
textbook passage to half a novel, and exercise grew from ten minutes to half an hour.
All the summer homework was done, and I had read four books from the recommended list
on my own. Comparing the first sheet with the second one, the difference is not how
many lines were scheduled but whether the plan followed human nature or fought
against it. The first chart tried to manage the whole day and failed to manage even
getting up; the second chart managed only the hardest thing, and the whole day
followed.

Now I know that self-directed planning is not drawing a chart and sticking it on
the wall. It is knowing where your own weak point is and giving the hardest thing to

the clearest hour of the day. The alarm did not ring that summer, but it woke me up.
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The Two—Week Experiment

Before the summer of my second year in junior high, I made a small plan for
myself: for two weeks, read for thirty minutes every evening and run two laps around
my neighborhood. I told neither my mother nor my father, and I did not write it on a
chart for the wall. I simply opened to a blank page at the back of my notebook and

drew fourteen small squares. Each day I finished, I filled one square.

The first days went smoothly. After dinner I read a chapter of a book, ran two
laps downstairs, and came back to tick a square. The squares filled up one by one,
and I began to think this was far too easy. Halfway through the third book, I noticed
that the thirty minutes after dinner passed faster than before, and the phone seemed

less interesting.

On the ninth day it rained hard in the evening. I stared at the window and
thought, the rain is this heavy, let us call it a day. The phone was already in my
hand when I remembered the fourteen squares, and five empty ones would look too
obvious. I put on my raincoat and went down. Since I could not run around the
neighborhood, I ran up and down the six floors of the building. The motion—controlled
lights in the stairwell came on floor by floor, and my footsteps echoed through the
building as if someone were running along with me. My shoes were soaked when I came
back, but that square was filled.

On the fourteenth day I filled the last square. Looking back, the thirty minutes
of reading had carried me through the whole book, and my running had grown from one
lap out of breath to three laps without stopping. What surprised me more was that

after the two weeks ended, I still wanted to read and to run every day. The
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experiment was over, but the habit kept growing. My mother found out on the sixteenth
day. She saw the squares in my notebook and asked what they were. I said it was an
experiment, and it had already expired. She laughed and said, then continue for two

more weeks. I thought about it and drew fourteen more squares.

I used to think self-improvement had to be a grand declaration: a big chart, an
announcement to the whole family, and then giving up after three days. This two—week
experiment taught me something else. Set no big goal; set a small one you refuse to
break, and let the habit grow out of it. The real enemy is not rain or laziness but

the single thought of calling it a day.

Now, whenever I want to start something, I ask myself first: can you hold on for
two weeks? If yes, go ahead. That page of fourteen squares is still at the back of my

notebook, and I have not torn it out.
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The Summer I Managed Myself

The day before my parents left for their business trips, they asked me one more
time whether I could take care of myself. I answered yes with my chest puffed out.
They would be away for fifty days in all, and before leaving they packed the fridge
full of food. That summer I would truly be in charge of myself: twenty days for the
homework first, ten days for previewing the new physics course, and the last week

free. I wrote these three stages on the fridge door with a whiteboard marker.

The first twenty days went well. I did two pages of homework every morning and
spent afternoons at the reading corner of our community. The lady who looked after
the reading corner knew me by sight and kept the seat by the window for me. The
preview stage is where things went wrong. Physics looked like a foreign language to
me, and after three days I stopped understanding and my mind began to wander. On the
fourth day I opened the computer to watch an explanation video, and when I looked up
it was five in the afternoon. That whole week I finished no chapter, while my game

level went up by two.

That night I wrote a long message to my mother and admitted everything from that
week. After a while she replied with one line: do not blame yourself, work out what
to do next. I stared at that line for a long time, put my phone face down on the

table, and felt for the first time that admitting a mistake was not so hard.

I wiped the three stages off the fridge door and rewrote them. Physics study time
changed from a whole afternoon to forty minutes every morning, and the computer could
only be opened after those forty minutes were done; anything I did not understand I
marked, and at nine in the morning I sent it to the physics study group to ask. The
next morning I sent out my first question. A classmate answered with a voice message,
and I understood it on the spot. After that the questions in the group grew more and

more, and I was not the only one who did not understand.

When my parents came back, I had gone through two chapters of the preview, and
the games had been untouched for two weeks. My father looked at the fridge door and
joked that this sheet had been rewritten more times than the housework roster. Faint
marker traces that never wiped off completely stayed on the fridge door, line after

line, like the scratches of that summer.

That summer I learned one thing. Self-management is not about nobody watching; it
is about keeping the promise you made to yourself. When the promise is broken, do not

pretend nothing happened and do not run away. Wipe the board clean and start again.
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