MRS E L REAE

10H20H EI— i
A RME b, FREEAE . —F LIRES, WG WA DNRWSES EHE, S a2 N1,

MR R BT (555 1) AL /ANEER™ B BE5E 1o /RS 2 iRt e ol <K % 1 At
FAHHER S TSRO G, A A —— ML BAT . e — Rz 4y T—Hli 7K T 1,
MBI T, JE 70 B 2L T IR S T 015 A/NBER B RS, B SOR RARIE AR I 1)
PR N . SRS A RR K N, BRI ER R, R ARSI, PR TSN T
FILFX LB E T, FRKBELE Pk

HHEAZE, ZRCARAGE A 2. AP TR, HROygiE ) LA Ak, B8 7L
AT, DS AL HeIE b ol i e BLIT, R 090900 2848 MR 2 21 B, I
PRI A/NRAE P 2B B A — BN 1, WP RER bR BAREe R s A=,
AR OB PO R RGN, BACBIF A8 X ok AE k.

Ja AW I T A I B AR R 7 o, BICEAIEE %, AREMI S, JEAL MR F K
DR 20008 W EE . oy B Wil B Eutih, 17— )L
GRS /NI B, MEREAEAME T, BEMEREEYS, XEGINEMESEH. B
IRVEANAZD, AR ZANKIET -

FAVIN RN, BRI TS B2, IS e B H] T L UOstsie H A 1o 3545
FEIAS HE AR R, HIZR ARt T8, AER E'S T =47 H5E.

W B AC ARG HEH AL : MRS ERIEAE . lEAEARSS, AL, BHEITN
7. WIRE L, JEGEIORIAA - ARz 5E .

Du Xiaokang’ s Story Keeps Me Awake

October 20, Tuesday, Sunny

Tonight I cannot sleep. The moment I close my eyes, I see Du Xiaokang standing in
the reed marsh, a flock of ducks behind him.

After dinner I finished the chapter of The Straw House in which Du Xiaokang’ s
family goes bankrupt. Du Xiaokang was once the proudest boy in Youmadi: his family s
grocery shop had goods stacked to the ceiling, and he owned the village’s only red
bicycle. But in a single night it all ended—the shop went to the creditors, his
father fell ill, and even the two red-lacquered door panels of the shop were pawned
for the debt. Du Xiaokang had to drop out of school and follow his father to a reed
marsh far, far away to herd ducks. The book says that when he came back, his face was

tanned dark and his voice had turned hoarse; he was no longer the old Du Xiaokang. I
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sat up straight reading this and could not go on for a long time.

I cannot sleep because I thought of myself. This week I threw away half a meat
bun just because I disliked the filling; I stuffed a notebook with only a few pages
used into the back of the drawer because its cover was ugly, and nagged my mother for
a new pencil case; my erasers, bitten full of tooth marks, get replaced after two
days. Du Xiaokang guards a flock of ducks in the reed marsh, longing for one more day
at school; I sit in a bright classroom and toss away half a bun without a second
thought. My face burns under the quilt, and I pull the kicked-off quilt back over my
head.

Later I heard my mother folding clothes in the living room. I got up, walked over
barefoot, sat beside her, and told her Du Xiaokang' s story from the beginning: the
red door panels, the father struck down by illness, the flock of ducks in the reed
marsh. Mother was quiet for a moment after listening, then spoke. She said that when
grandpa was a schoolboy, his pencil grew too short to hold, so he slipped it into a
bamboo tube and kept writing; he would not replace a pencil until it could no longer
be held. Mother said: it is not scarcity of things that matters, but not knowing how

to treasure them.

We talked late, about grandpa’ s bamboo-tube pencil, about the notebooks in our
own drawer used a few pages then shelved as old. Mother found the ugly-covered
notebook, wrapped it in a kraft—-paper sleeve, and I wrote three characters on the

sleeve: please use me up.

Before bed I wrote today in my diary: Du Xiaokang’ s story keeps me awake. Being
awake is not a bad thing. Being awake means I am beginning to understand. Tomorrow

morning I will eat the whole bun I buy, not leaving a single bite.
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Last Night Mother and I Talked Very Late

October 22, Thursday, Cloudy

Last night Mother and I talked very late. We talked about Du Xiaokang from The

Straw House.

That evening I read the part where Du Xiaokang’s family goes bankrupt: the
grocery shop went to pay the debt, the two red-lacquered door panels were carried off
by the creditor, and Du Xiaokang stood at midnight in the empty shop, saying nothing.
The next day he still walked to school with his schoolbag, only remembering at the
school gate that he was no longer a student. Reading this, my chest felt stuffed with
cotton, and the book trembled in my hands. I took the book into the kitchen and held
it out behind my mother as she washed dishes: Mom, wait a moment, I have something to

tell you.

I sat on the little kitchen stool and told her Du Xiaokang s story, my voice
dropping lower as I went. Mother turned off the tap, dried her hands on the apron,
and sat down across from me. She did not comfort me first; instead she told me about
herself. The year she was in middle school, her family too was poor for one term. Her
schoolbag was sewn by her own mother from an old fertilizer sack, its white printed
marks impossible to hide, and every morning she folded the mouth of the sack inward
so no one would see. She said she left home earliest and came back latest that term,
partly because the walk was long, and partly because she did not want anyone to

notice her bag. I froze: so my mother, too, had once been a Du Xiaokang.

Mother asked me: the book is far away, our family is near—what did you think of?

I thought a long while and said quietly: I thought of how I poured away half a carton
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of milk yesterday just because it was a little cold. Mother did not scold me. She
only said: what you poured away was not milk; it was your not knowing where it comes
from. That night we talked for a long time—from Du Xiaokang to grandma’s fertilizer-
sack schoolbag, and then to the pot of pothos on our balcony that nobody waters: 1

was the one who promised last year to water it every day.

This morning, staring at the last few bites of rice in my lunch box, what floated
before my eyes was that sun—darkened figure in the reed marsh. I ate everything
clean, not a grain left. The moment I snapped the 1lid shut, my heart felt very

steady.

I wrote in my diary: some truths pass through the ears however many times you
hear them, but once you truly talk them through, they enter the heart. Du Xiaokang

never said a word to me, yet what he taught me is more than anyone taught me.
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At the Market I Saw a Flock of Ducks

October 26, Saturday, Overcast

Today I went to the market with my mother, and I stopped in front of a duck
stall, unable to move. The stall had seven or eight ducks, stretching their necks,
quacking noisily. I stared at them, but what filled my mind was the reed marsh, and

Du Xiaokang.

A few days ago, reading The Straw House, I reached the part where Du Xiaokang,
bankrupt, drops out of school and follows his father to the reed marsh to herd ducks.
The book describes the marsh as frighteningly vast: when the wind blows, the reed
blossoms roll like snow, and the ducks are Du Xiaokang s only companions. On a stormy
night the ducks scattered, and he alone chased them through the reeds, shouting as he
ran until his voice cracked. I felt bad reading that chapter, but the pain felt
separated from me by a pane of glass. Today at the market, the glass suddenly
shattered: ducks are exactly these ducks—they quack, they hide, they slip through
the fence when nobody looks. The boy chasing them through the reed marsh suddenly

became terribly real.

I was silent on the way home. Mother asked what was wrong. I said: I was
thinking—Du Xiaokang loves school so much; he must have stood at our school gate.
How much must it hurt him to watch other children carry schoolbags. Then I thought of
my own stationery: five or six notebooks in my drawer with only a few pages used, a
half-box of dried—-out pens in my pencil case I am too lazy to refill, and yesterday I
called my school uniform ugly, threw the jacket on the sofa and stepped on it. Du
Xiaokang cannot go to school though he longs to; I wear a uniform and mistreat it. At
this thought, the noise of the market seemed to fall silent, leaving only the

thumping in my chest.

When we got home I did several things. I placed all the old notebooks from the
drawer on my desk, and on the first page of the first one I wrote: from this page on,
use me up. | soaked the dried—out pens in warm water—people say they can still write
afterward. I shook my uniform jacket clean and hung it up, and wore it to school the

next day; honestly, it looks quite smart.

At night, under the quilt, I thought of Du Xiaokang again. In the book he later
returns to the school gate and stands there a long, long time, and nobody drives him
away. I wrote in my diary: next time I meet him at the school gate, I will pretend to

be just passing by, walk in side by side with him, and ask nothing. I know he cannot
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enter our classroom, but I have said this sentence to myself so many times that my

eyes grew wet.

This Saturday, I learned a lesson amid the quacking of ducks.
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