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The White Gloves of Du Xiaokang

While reading Grass House, I wrote a small line in the margin of the page: watch
the hands of Du Xiaokang. This reading method came from my father, who says you can
judge a person most truly by their hands. So for this one character, I began reading

from his hands.

The first pair of hands: the hands of the young master behind the red gate. As a
child Du Xiaokang wore white gloves, dazzling white. The grocery shop of his father
held every rarity, and he walked the streets of Youma Village holding candy, his
hands clean and fair, whatever he touched fought over by others. The book writes that

when his hand reached out, children from half the street gathered around.

The second pair: the hands in the reed marsh. With the family ruined, he herded

ducks; in wind and cold the backs of his hands cracked, beads of blood seeping out,
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and he wiped them with a reed leaf and kept working. When the ducks flew into the
marsh he waded after them, parting the reeds, whose leaves cut like small knives, a
scratch being nothing. This part of the book never says he cried, and I did not cry

for him either. I simply held out my own hands and looked at them.

My hands are clean and fair; holding a pen does not hurt them, dishwater is too
cold, and the moment a math problem resists me my first reaction is to call for
mother. Once in handcraft class we built paper bridges, and mine collapsed twice; the
third time, one touch of the materials and I pushed the glue toward my deskmate,
saying I quit. The bridge of my deskmate was not much sturdier either, but he glued
it five times. The hands of Du Xiaokang in the reed marsh and my hands in handcraft

class differ by more than a layer of skin.

The third pair: the hands at the stall before the school gate. Du Xiaokang counts
coins of one and two mao, fingers red with cold, yet perfectly steady when making
change for classmates. Former classmates laugh at him; his hands do not stop, and his
accounts do not slip. The book writes that he minds the stall while reading borrowed
books, those hands earning money on one side and learning characters on the other,

losing neither.

I added another phrase to the little line in my margin: hands change, and people
must change too. The hands of Du Xiaokang go from white gloves to cracked knuckles to
counting coins, and each pair is more useful than the last. My fault now is not
clumsy hands but hands that shrink the moment they are tested. At the last page I
stood a while before the old photo of my paper bridge from handcraft class, a photo
my deskmate helped me take.

This week I no longer call for mother at hard math problems; I fill three sheets
of scratch paper before raising my hand to the teacher. Two small cracks appeared on
the back of my hand in the winter cold, nothing serious, a little cream and I keep
writing. My mother says I seem like a different person lately. I say it is not a new
person; it is that I read a book and watched the hands of one man walk from white
gloves all the way into real life. I will have to walk that road too, sooner or

later, and sooner is not frightening.
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