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I Brought the Book, and Getting Worn Was Worth It

The copy of The Straw House was bought by my mother for my birthday. When I
finished it, I could not bear to throw it away, so I brought it to school. On Monday
morning I stood at the podium and said, raise your hand if you want to read it. Hands
shot up, more than half the class. Our homeroom teacher smiled and said we would make
a circulation log: one student per day, sign your name. I wrote my own name on the

first page of the log and handed the book to Xiao Yu, who was first in line.

The book started its queue. Every morning it walked from one desk to the next, as
if riding an invisible conveyor belt. I sat in the second row and watched it travel.
When Xiao Yu returned it, she told me she had read the part where Du Xiaokang watched
over his ducks the night before, and her mother sat beside her watching her cry, not

knowing what was in the book, only knowing the book was powerful. I kept that
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sentence in my heart.

By the fifth week the book was getting old. The blue on the cover had faded a
little, the bottom right corner curled up and could not be pressed flat, and a white
crease appeared along the spine. People in class began to notice. Xiao Zhuang held
the book up and said it was this worn out, and we still pass it around? A He, sitting
in front of him, turned around and said: yes it is old, but it is being read every

single day. Your book looks new because it sleeps every single day.

Xiao Zhuang had no answer. The next day he signed up for the circulation log on
his own and got a slot over the winter break. He read the slowest of anyone; when one
day was not enough he kept it another day, and his name in the log grew two little
arrows meaning two days borrowed. The day he returned it, he told Xiao Yu that he had

copied down Du Xiaokang’s line, I am not going home.

By the end of the term the book was completely soft, like cloth washed too many
times. Every page edge curled, every corner fuzzy, and running a finger along them
felt like the edge of a wheat field. Our teacher put the book in the best spot of the
reading corner and asked the class to guess how many times it had been read this
term. Someone guessed three, someone guessed five. The circulation log came back
around, and I counted: thirty-one signatures, some names with arrows after them,

forty—-one days in total.

Over summer break I took the book home. My mother saw it and asked how it had
gotten so beat up. I said it took no vacation this term; it went to work every day.
She laughed and wrapped it in a sheet of kraft paper as a new cover. Under the new
cover the book was still soft and still dog—eared. I knew that was the handsomest

part of it.
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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
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
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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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The Page with the Curled Corner

I am a copy of The Straw House, blue cover, once stiff, with sharp corners. On
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September 4th, a boy with red ears took me out of his backpack and set me on the
podium. He touched my cover once, like saying goodbye to someone. I did not know then
that it was the last time he would hold me that tightly.

From that day I began to travel. My road is short: from the second row to the
fifth row, then back to the edge of the podium, and out again the next morning. Every
morning I smell a different eraser; every night I sleep in a different backpack. One
girl sealed me in a plastic bag against the rain, and the bag smelled of tangerine
peel, a scent I remembered for a long time. One boy held me with sweaty palms, and my

cover began to fuzz those very days.

I did not notice my own aging. First someone hooked a fingernail under my spine
and bent me backward, and my back loosened. Then some thumb rubbed my bottom right
corner for a month until it curled and could not be flattened. My page edges curled
little by little, and every curl marks a spot someone pressed with a thumb, again and
again. Later a keeper counted me every day. She turned my pages gently. I think she

likes me.

Some mind that I am old. A boy held me up and said I was this worn and still
being passed around. The girl in front of him shot back that my wear comes from being
read every single day. I heard that sentence in midair. If books had heartbeats, mine

was very loud that day.

My most treasured part is the page with the worst curl. It is the page where Du
Xiaokang says he is not going home. A boy folded a corner there; the fold was later
smoothed out, but the paper kept a white crease. He also wrote a small line in pencil
in the margin, written so lightly that even an eraser cannot remove it. I am keeping
that line for him.

At the end of the term they placed me in the best spot of the reading corner and
dressed me in a new coat of kraft paper. Under the new coat, every crease of mine
houses an evening: a girl who cried, a boy who stumbled at the podium, a rascal who
could not look anyone in the eye. I am an old book. Being old is the brightest thing

about me.
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