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The Du Xiaokang I Could Not Understand at Thirteen

I read Grass House at thirteen by flashlight under the quilt. What stayed with me
then was all the lively parts: Sang Sang taking apart the cupboard to sell his
pigeons, Bald Crane making a fool of himself at the marching drill, the paper roof
roaring like a moon in the wind. I remembered Du Xiaokang too, but only that his
family was well-off, that he had a fine leather belt, and that everyone thought him

grand.

A few days ago, while tidying the bookshelf, that old copy slid out from between
two stacks of magazines, the library sticker still on its spine. I sat on the floor
and turned to the chapters about the Red Gate, and suddenly I could not stay seated.
Du Xiaokang' s family fell on ruin; he followed his father away to herd ducks, got
lost in the reed marsh, and came back to keep a small stall by the school gate,
calling out his business with his head lowered while grown—ups and children walked

past him.

The thirteen-year—-old me read that part and felt only regret, like watching
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something fine get smashed. The forty-year—-old me read it and saw the stubborn
strength in a boy who kept calling out his business with his head down. I remembered
the year I lost my job, squatting on the steps of a job market at an age not far off
his, handing out résumé after résumé. So the passage where Du Xiaokang did not cry
was the passage where a grown—up clenched his teeth and caught the days as they fell.
The book also tells how he searched the reed marsh at night for the ducks his father
had lost, in the dark and the cold water, and when he found them his feet were
covered in blisters. The thirteen—-year—-old me found this part too long; the forty-—
year—-old me read it with burning palms — it was not a child on an adventure, it was a

family handing its last hope into his hands.

I read late that night. Sang Sang fell ill, Du Xiaokang left him his most
precious possession, and the two children sat under the old city wall without saying
a word. When I was young I thought this was a story about friendship. Now I know it

is about two people who had both been beaten by life recognizing each other.

I closed the book; dawn was coming outside the window. The same book read at
thirteen and at forty shows you two entirely different places. The book has not
changed - it is the reader who has walked through the roads inside it. If the
thirteen—year—-old me had known that one day he would understand Du Xiaokang, he would
probably have hugged the book tighter. And for that very reason, this is a book worth

reading again after you grow up.
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