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Those Evenings Rereading Grass House

Just after my son turned twelve, I pulled my own copy of Grass House off the
shelf, the one I bought thirty years ago. Its spine had split and was holding on with
clear tape. I said, one copy each, let us read it together. He glanced at it and
called it an antique. Talk like that aside, after dinner he still sat down under the

desk lamp.

We read slowly, ten—odd pages a night, then each said what we had noted down. At
the chapter where Du Xiaokang sets up his stall by the school gate, my son said, if
it were me, [ would not have the face to. [ said, when I was small [ went to market
fairs and sold popsicles, and I was afraid of running into classmates too. He looked
up at me as if meeting me for the first time. That night we talked a long time: about
how our family too had been poor for a few years, about how backbone is not refusing
to work but working with your back straight. My son ended with, Dad, you are a little
more impressive than the one in my compositions. Every word a father earns without

rest lands right here.

The Bald Crane chapters came up on a walk. I told him I had mocked a fair—haired
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classmate in primary school, laughed at him for years, and never once said sorry even
at reunions decades later. My son asked, why not now. I said, embarrassed. It has
been thirty years. My son said, Bald Crane graduated without ever getting one sorry.
That night at home I opened the old classmates group chat, typed a few words, deleted
them. Grown—ups hold grudges longer than children, and flinch harder than children

too.

The night he finished, my son closed the book and said the thing he wanted most
was to be brave. I asked what brave means to him. He said, like Sangsang, standing
even when you know it hurts; like Du Xiaokang, doing the faceless thing with your
head up. Then he paused and added, Dad, you be a little braver too. Go say that
sorry. A twelve-year—-old assigning homework to his father. I said yes. Early the next
morning I did leave a message under that old classmate’ s name in WeChat, one line
only: sorry for laughing at your fair hair back then. He answered two days later: I
remember, and I stopped holding it long ago. Under those desk lamps I had thought I
was showing him through the door. All along he had been leading me deeper into the
house. One old book with a split spine, and it stitched the two of us together

instead.
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