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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
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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. I 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. | 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
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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