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The Little Stall at Home

After dinner we read Grass House together and came to the part where Du Xiaokang
sets his textbooks and jars on the shelf by the school gate. The moment the chapter
ended, my daughter carried sofa cushions to the middle of the living room, brought
over her pencil case and a few old storybooks, lined them up, and announced that her

little stall was open for business too.

Sitting on the cushion, she greeted me: Customer, want an eraser? Fifty cents. I
patted my pockets for coins; she said no real money, questions only. Her first
question was: Dad, why isn’t Du Xiaokang sad? His family lost everything, yet he

smiles at his stall.

I sat on a little stool and thought. Maybe it’s not that he isn’t sad, I said -
sadness is one thing, the days are another. She shook her head. No, she said, when Du
Xiaokang runs his stall he is truly busy, and when someone is busy sadness can t get

in. How do you know he’ s busy, I asked. She said, because when I keep my stall I
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don’t think about other things. After serving me she served the wall clock too,
asking Mr. Clock to buy a bookmark; when the clock did not answer, she picked one for

him herself and tucked it beside the calendar.

Her stall did a lot of business that evening. She sold erasers, bookmarks paid
for with stories, and once she sold a joke — the customer was me, and I laughed
loudly. When closing up, she packed everything back into her pencil case one by one,

slowly and neatly, the way Du Xiaokang counts small bills in the book.

When she finished packing she suddenly said, Dad, I know why Du Xiaokang isn’t
sad. I asked why. She said, busy and busy, and sadness clocks off work. Then she went
to wash up, brushing her teeth on her little step—stool, her face serious in the

mirror.

I stood in the living room gathering the cushions and did not move for a long
while. I have explained so many principles to my child; none of them beat the one
line she found herself after one evening at a pretend stall. Sadness clocks off work
— the book never wrote that. My daughter walked over to it herself, from Du

Xiaokang’ s stall.

Since then our little stall opens now and again, with my wife and me taking turns
as customers. Every time she closes up, my daughter stacks everything neatly. She
says it is Du Xiaokang’ s rule. If reading a book together leaves behind a rule like

that, I think it is worth more than any number of pretty phrases.
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