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If I Were Zhiyue’ s Deskmate

While reading The Straw House, I had a dream: in the dream I sat in the classroom

of Youmadi Primary School, with Zhiyue beside me.

The morning in the dream began at the bridge. Zhiyue left home before dawn,
crossed the stone bridge, walked through the reed marsh, and never paused even when
the dew soaked her shoe tips. Me? If I left home five minutes late I would have to
run the whole way. If I really were her deskmate, I probably could not bear to linger
in bed anymore—sitting day after day beside someone who walks that far and is never

late would set my face burning.

The winter in the dream was at the temple fair. I followed Zhiyue to sell eggs:
her grandmother’s carrying pole creaking under the weight, Zhiyue squatting by the

baskets, her fingers red from the cold, calling softly to passers—by. When someone
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grumbled the price was high, she did not sulk; when nobody bought, she did not
complain of tiredness. I watched from the side and suddenly felt ashamed. When I buy
stationery I pick only the expensive ones, and I never thought about how many steps
an egg travels from the henhouse to the basket, let alone that someone might guard a

whole basket of hope in the cold wind.

The dream ended with that eraser. During class my eraser fell under the desk and
rolled far away. Just as I bent to reach for it, Zhiyue had already picked it up. She
puffed her cheeks to blow off the pencil shavings, rubbed the black smudge on its
edge with her cuff, then, while the teacher turned to write on the board, gently
placed it back on the corner of my desk. Through the whole process she said nothing
and did not even look up at me. I sat stunned for a while, forgetting even to say

thank you.

After I woke up, I kept thinking about that eraser. Zhiyue helped me not to hear
a thank you; she simply believed that what falls should be picked up and what is
dirty should be wiped clean. She helped people so naturally, like breathing. Look at
me instead: when I pass an exercise book for a classmate I can’t help adding I did

you a favor; sweep the floor once and I want the whole class to know.

In the book Zhiyue later left Youmadi with her uncle. I heard she was still quiet
on the day she left, without loud crying or fuss. I thought: if I were her deskmate,
I would slip a new eraser into her desk cubby and write nothing on it. When she felt
it while walking on the dewy road, she would know that someone remembered the way she

bent down to pick up an eraser.

Now I am learning to act the same way: pick up a classmate s stationery that fell
and put it back quietly, straighten a crooked chair and walk away. Kindness—Zhiyue
never taught me a slogan for it. She only let me see this: what is done without a

sound rings the loudest.
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