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Reading Grass House with My Child, I Was the One Who
Teared Up

When my son entered middle school, the school posted its reading list, and the
first book was Grass House. I had read it in primary school, so I volunteered to read
along with him, thinking it was just an old story for a second pass. I did not expect
that the first to break down would be me.

When I read the book as a boy, what I remembered was Sang Sang’ s mischief and the
joy of rowing through the reed marsh; Du Xiaokang lived in my memory only as the
richest kid in class, the class monitor who walked tall. This time, reading along
with my son, I stopped on the sofa when the Red Gate changed color, when Du Xiaokang
followed his father into the marsh to herd ducks and clutched his father’s arm in the
dark out of fear. My son looked up at me, and I lied that something had gotten in my

eye.

What truly finished me off was the stall. Du Xiaokang laid his family’ s last
possessions on a shelf by the school gate and greeted every passer—by, his voice low,

never hiding. Last year my own little shop closed, and in those months what I feared
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most was being recognized by someone I knew. So I knew exactly how much strength it
takes for a grown—up to lower his head and open his mouth to do business — and this
boy was only a child. With red eyes I told my son that I had not understood this part
at all as a child. My son did not quite grasp why I was upset; he only knew that the
boy at the stall in the book was someone to admire. I did not explain, and slowly he
stopped asking — only from then on, whenever we passed a little shop by the school

gate, he would look at it one more time.

My son thought for a long while and asked a question that woke me up: why didn’ t
he cry? I sat there stunned. After a moment I said, maybe he saved the strength of
crying for the work. He nodded and said that made him stronger than most grown-ups.
That night he went back to the book on his own, and the next day he told me that Du
Xiaokang studied harder than anyone afterwards — he had turned his hard days into a
textbook.

I thought I was keeping my child company through a book. Only when we finished
did I understand that he had kept me company through the hard parts of being an
adult. Grass House is still the same Grass House; it is just that now I understand Du
Xiaokang, and I understand my own father back then. To other parents I recommend it

not as a children’ s book alone — it is written for grown—ups too.
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