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The Borrowed Copy of Grass House

In the fourth grade of primary school I borrowed a copy of Grass House from my
deskmate. He would lend it only for three days, and I barely slept across those three
nights, flipping it fast enough to shake it apart. When I returned it the cover had
come off; he fixed it with clear tape and waved it off, saying it was nothing. My
mother found out and paid for it, and the house stayed tense for days over that. I
remembered that book for twenty years — not the story, but my deskmate’s words: it’s

nothing.

Years later, during a move, I ran into it again at a secondhand book stall,
nearly new, priced at five yuan. I bought it and put it on the bedside table without
opening it. The real rereading came last autumn. My father was hospitalized, and one

night, exhausted from watching over him, I picked the book up at random.

As a boy I loved Sang Sang most: he dared to unpick his padded coat and sell it,
dared to wear a cotton hat in summer, dared to ferry Zhi Yue across the river. 1
skipped the Du Xiaokang parts, thinking a boy from a ruined family had nothing worth

reading. This time I sat the whole night on the pages where Du Xiaokang follows his
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father to herd ducks. The reed marsh closed around him like a green wall; he asked
his father whether they were lost, and his father did not answer. After coming home
he kept a street stall — once the grandest child in school, counting small bills in
the wind.

I did not understand any of that back then. Now my father lies in a hospital bed
while I run to the hospital by day and to work by night, and only now do I understand
Du Xiaokang: hardship is not the grand thing stories make of it; it is every day you
must live on with your head lowered. The book writes that he later crept to the
school at night and left his ducks by the classroom door, slipping away before anyone
came. | paused long at that line — even in a person’s hardest hour, he still wants to

keep a little dignity for his former self.

Closing the book, I thought of my deskmate. At a class reunion the year before
last I brought up the book, and he said he had long forgotten it. I said you told me
it was nothing. He thought a moment and laughed, saying it was a small thing. I said
no — I understand now. The brightest line in that whole book was your line: it’s

nothing.

Rereading Grass House as an adult, I understood Du Xiaokang’ s hardship, and I
also understood the classmate who once refused to take one extra cent. When an old
book comes back to you across thirty years like this, who could bear not to read it a

second time.
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