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Dad, Why Doesn’ t Du Xiaokang Cry

Our bedtime reading of Grass House had reached the chapter where the Red Gate of
Du Xiaokang’ s home got locked and his white-bearded father grew old overnight. I
closed the book to turn off the light, and my daughter suddenly asked: Dad, his
family lost everything — why doesn’t Du Xiaokang cry?

I froze for a few seconds. According to the book he had cried, in the night in
the reed marsh. But what my daughter remembered were the passages where he came back,
set up his stall, greeted customers, and went to school as usual. The Du Xiaokang in

her eyes truly had not cried.

I said, maybe he put his sadness away. She asked, where does it go when you put
it away? I said, into his working hands. Watch him count small bills, stack
textbooks, leave out to buy goods before dawn — sadness has nowhere to sit, so it
gets chased off. She thought a moment and said, grown—ups are silly then; we children

would have cried long ago. I said, it’s not that grown-ups are silly; sometimes
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grown—ups have to learn from Du Xiaokang too. She yawned, half asleep, and asked who
in our family most needed to learn from Du Xiaokang. I tucked the quilt around her
and did not answer. The next morning, though, she answered it herself: before going
out with her schoolbag she said, Dad, don’t get angry at work — put your sadness into

your hands.

She asked no more and fell asleep. I thought the matter had passed. Three weeks
later she lost the class officer election, dropped her schoolbag by the door, and I
expected tears. There were none. She fetched a stool, wiped the cabinet, stacked her

books one by one, then told me: Dad, I put my sadness into my hands.

She slept early that night. Sitting in the living room, remembering her question,
I suddenly understood what reading aloud truly gives a child. The book did not teach
her not to be sad; it let her meet, in advance, a sad child catching his days as they
fell. Later she asked me whether Du Xiaokang became class monitor again. [ said the

book doesn’ t say. She said, then he is certainly monitor in his own heart.

That is perhaps the gift of shared reading: the child s question arrives home
before the book does. Her line about being monitor in his own heart stays with me to
this day. Why doesn’t Du Xiaokang cry — I still have no standard answer, but my

daughter already has her own.
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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

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
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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.

KB/

We b E 3 (55 1), BRI /N B URAS OO SEREEE DA T2 . Be—5, &
JLAEV R PR BT b e], SRR R SCR AR UA TH A5, 82—k, BEAT M oT
KT

i ARFERR T B BN, SRR, TiE. b guERAE T, dh AN ER, e . dh
s — A E: €8, FHNBOTE AL ? 5B T, MiRpEesE.

PARFE /N EARL T AU, AT REA R AL, X, H7FHH . iRk, WAR, At
/N RESEIE I R LR, AT AR E AR . BRI A REARAEN . i, AR M
FUANREIN R T . MR SE 3, SCIRIPER BB, BBREAE RSN RRE, PR, At
E N O G NP G K2l = Db v M o

IR WM 7 TR AR . SR, SRR AR, IeSE T RS, AR
H, EAFRNTFT o WCHERI R AT AR P —FF—FERR IR SO G, B RIS AR IS, R AS LA/ BR
HBZMFE

e AR, B, WAEH AN AAMEDL T I A Wi, AT, AR
BUNYET o MBS B CRVEMG BRE/NE TR, BT A

PISAER TR AT, EREEN . WG TR IR A28, AR BN E C i
W% o AEbmt FHE T ——XIE B HEKS, LU B, A R

JE KRB (/N HERS = 22 Tk, 2 NS BN 70005 . REOBCRE, 20 LT 2R Dt i 2
Fo MR R/ NI AR, LA RE M N XFEIOAE,  ERR T 2 AU iRl R AR

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
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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
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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