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Reading Grass House Together Under the Lamp

The year my son was in fourth grade, the school’s shared reading list included
Grass House. I got myself a copy too. After dinner we each held a book, sitting under
two lamps in the living room. At first I thought I was keeping him company in

reading. After a few evenings I realized he was keeping me company in rereading it.

When we reached the chapters where Du Xiaokang’ s family falls on hard times and
he sets up a small stall by the school gate, my son suddenly clapped the book shut
over his knees and asked, why does Du Xiaokang run a stall, does he stop going to
school. I did not answer right away. I asked back, do you think he wants to. He
thought a long time and said, no, but his father went bankrupt, someone has to earn
money. | asked again, do you think it is shameful. He said, no, he keeps his
textbooks at the stall and recites lessons under the streetlight at night. That night
we talked about Du Xiaokang' s white gloves, about how grown—ups can wreck their days
too, and go on living once they are wrecked. My son ended by saying Du Xiaokang was
far more impressive than the classmates who pass notes in his class. I nodded and
folded a corner of the page. This is the gift of shared reading: the questions come
from him, and the answers grow between the two of us, fresher than anything I would

have thought up reading alone.
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We argued over the chapters about Bald Crane. My son insisted that Bald Crane
sabotaging the drill competition was wrong. [ said why not, the boy had been laughed
at for six years. My son said but that was a contest for the whole grade. Neither of
us convinced the other, and in the end we each gave ground: Bald Crane’s grievance is
real, and his mischief is real too, and the two do not cancel each other out. Closing
that chapter my son muttered one sentence: if I sat next to him, I would not laugh.

For that one sentence alone, the shared reading was worth it.

The biggest surprise came the night he finished the book. With his hair still wet
from washing, he suddenly stood at the bathroom door and said, Mom, I want to become
brave. I asked, brave for what. He thought a long while and said, there is no
particular thing yet, I just want to be brave first, so that when something comes I
can hold it. For a moment I had no answer at all. I had thought the shared reading
meant me explaining the book to him. In the end he turned, for me, the pages I had
missed when I was his age. I would like many more evenings of one book each under the

lamps.
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