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I Saw the Stall of Du Xiaokang Move Into Our Alley

It was my turn to talk about Grass House at the class reading circle. The teacher
asked each of us to present the passage that moved us most, and I chose Du Xiaokang.
I talked about the red gate of his family, about the fur coat and white gloves he
used to wear, about how the children of Youma Village once orbited around him. When I

reached the capsized cargo boat, the classroom fell quiet.

I talked about the reed marsh. The father and son herding ducks lived in a hut of
reed mats; wave upon wave of reeds bent down with a roaring sound; the startled ducks
flew off, and Du Xiaokang chased them alone deep into the marsh, his feet cut, his
shoes swallowed by the mud. Reciting that passage, the line from the book kept rising
before my eyes: he suddenly felt he had grown up. But I could not find a way into the
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next part, the one about the stall before the school gate. I stalled.

I stalled because the moment I thought of that stall, I thought first of my
father. My father runs a bicycle repair shop at the mouth of our alley, and last year
the lease ran out with the rent raised by half. For half a month he sat up late in
the shop smoking, unable to sleep. My mother urged him to close it; he stubbed out
his cigarette and said, hold on a little longer. During those weeks I walked home by
a detour around the alley, afraid to see the back of my father crouching behind a

wheel.

The Du Xiaokang in the book turns from the young master of the red gate into a
man minding a stall; the whole school giggles behind his back, and he keeps his head
up and his goods in rows. My father is no young master, yet he too is a man propping
his days back up. My detour around the alley for over a month was the same running as
my old excuses that piano practice was hard and running was tiring. Du Xiaokang keeps
his stall even after losing school; my father only has to hold on one more push, and
what right have I to hide.

I finished the passage that had stuck me. I talked about the erasers and rulers
on the stall of Du Xiaokang, about the extra handful of seeds he slips to classmates
who come to buy, about how he minds the stall while borrowing textbooks to learn
characters. When I finished I asked the class: if the stall stood at your door, would
you take a detour. Nobody spoke. A boy in the back row whispered, probably. The

teacher said, taking a detour is no shame; what matters is walking back afterward.

That afternoon I did not detour. My father was putting a chain back on a bicycle,
his hands greasy. I dropped nothing, just crouched over to hold the wheel steady for
him. He froze for a second and asked why I had not taken the long way today. I said,
I read a book, and there is a man minding a stall in it, and minding a stall is no

shame. My father did not answer, but I saw the corner of his mouth move.

In the end the shop did not close. Seeing our family open the door early day
after day, the landlord finally took two hundred yuan off the rent. The book does not
tell this part; the book only says that the stall of Du Xiaokang stayed set up all
along. Now whenever I pass the shop I go in and stand a while, buying nothing, just
keeping my father company for two minutes. What Du Xiaokang taught me, I learned once
more inside the repair shop of my father: hold on, and your days get stood back up by

your own hands.
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