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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
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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
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. [ 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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