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The Little Stall by the School Gate

Reading Grass House together, we came to the part where Du Xiaokang keeps his
little stall by the school gate. My son slid the book toward me, pointed at the
passage and asked: Mom, his family lost everything — how can he not be sad? He even

seems willing to do business.

I answered offhandedly that of course he was sad; the book says he cried secretly
at night. My son shook his head. No, he meant while he was running the stall. He

wasn’ t crying then, he was greeting customers — was he not sad?

I was stumped. After a long think I said, maybe sadness and work can live in the
heart at the same time, like two drawers: the sadness drawer stays shut, the work
drawer stays open. My son said, then Du Xiaokang knows how to open drawers. 1 said,
he does. He added one more line: he keeps both drawers open, one for sadness and one

for business — he tidies his heart better than I do. I laughed and called it
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nonsense; he kept reading the next chapter with perfect seriousness.

The next morning, walking him to school, we passed an old man selling gloves at
the gate, his stall tiny, his hands red with cold. My son stopped suddenly, stared
for a few seconds, and whispered, Mom, he looks like Du Xiaokang. I said the grandpa
is a grown-up, Du Xiaokang is a person in a book. He said, I know — but grown—ups

might once have been Du Xiaokang too.

After school that day he washed his old scarf and dried it in the sun, wore it to
school the next morning, and as he passed the glove stall he took it off and handed
it to the old man: Grandpa, wear this while you sell gloves and your hands won’ t
freeze. The old man stood stunned for a long moment; my son waved and ran off,

running fast, as if afraid the old man would give it back.

That evening he did his homework while I read nearby. He suddenly said, Mom,
nothing sad happened to me today, I just wanted to give him the scarf. I said I know.
He was right — it wasn’t sadness; it was something he had learned from Du Xiaokang:

when you see someone holding up under a hard life, don’t just stand and watch.

It has been half a year since we started reading this book together, and I often
think that the question I failed to answer that day was answered by my son himself.
Why Du Xiaokang was not sad — the book never wrote it out fully; the old scarf at the

school gate wrote it out fully.
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