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Thirty—Nine Names in the Circulation Log

Who brought that copy of The Straw House to our class is written clearly in the
circulation log: first line, Zhou Xiaozhou, September 4th. That day he stood at the
edge of the podium holding a book, ears red, and said he had finished it and wanted
everyone else to read it too. The teacher made him the first reader. He nodded, sat

down, and spent a long while whispering to his deskmate.

The teacher handed the registering over to me, and I became the keeper of the
circulation log. My job sounds simple: before morning reading, put the book on that
day’ s reader’ s desk; before school ends, take it back and tick the box. It sounds
easy, but it is full of errands. Some kids forget their homework but never forget
this book; some leave it in the bicycle shed after school, and I chase down half a
street to get it back. The day A Yuan borrowed it, it rained. She sealed the book in
a plastic bag at the very bottom of her backpack and ran home in the rain herself.

The next day the book was perfectly dry, and her bangs stuck to her forehead.

In the log I saw every kind of reading. Xiao Yu finished it in one day, ticking
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boxes at lightning speed. Xiao Zhuang kept it three days, two arrows after his name,
but the day he returned it he talked about Du Xiaokang at the podium for five
minutes, stumbling over his words, and the whole class applauded. The biggest
surprise was Lei Lei, the loudest boy in class, who cannot sit still for three
minutes. On his day he actually read every page, and when he returned the book he
told me that Bald Crane reminded him of his cousin, who gets teased too. He did not

dare look at me when he said it. He looked at the cover.

The book grew old day by day, and I handled it daily, so I saw it best. First the
cover grew fuzzy, then the bottom right corner curled, then the spine loosened so you
had to hold the pages down when reading. Someone suggested pooling money for a new
copy. The teacher said no, keep passing this one around. A book with curled edges

means someone is reading it, she said. A book that never wears out is the real pity.

On the last day of the term I counted the log: thirty—nine names, some with
arrows, some with the words want to read it again written after them. I closed the
log and noticed it had curled edges too, exactly like the book. I handed both to next
term’ s keeper and told him: take good care of them. They are covered with other

people’ s evenings.
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