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There Is a Red Gate in Front of My House Too

There is a red gate in front of my house too. Painted twice, still not red
enough. Du Xiaokang’ s red gate — that is truly red, glossy bright, and one push
opens it so half of Youmadi can see. In those days he wore a leather jacket, and even

his textbooks were newer than ours.

But one day the red gate grew old. He stopped going to school. From behind the
window I watched him row away with his father, water dancing on the gunwale. I went
home and asked my dad: what happened to Du Xiaokang’ s family. My dad drew on his pipe
and said: the boat sank. Then he said: don’t you dare laugh at them.

The next time I saw him, he was out in the reed marsh. Hair a mess, trouser legs
caked with mud, holding up a frightened duck in his hand like holding up a flag. His
voice calling the ducks had gone hoarse. Suddenly I thought he looked better than in
his leather jacket.
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Later he set a stall at our school gate. A few books, a few paper boxes, one rope
pulled straight. My mother sent me to buy exercise books, and I made a point of
buying from him. He gave the change, counted it clear and slow: two fifty, not one

cent short. When he said it, his back was straight.

I crouched beside his stall watching him arrange the books. He spread the
textbooks out by size, big ones below, small ones on top, corners aligned, as if
lining them up in a queue. Some classmates tried to tease him, asking this and that
on purpose. He did not get annoyed. He answered one by one, slowly, carefully. An
adult nearby murmured: look at that boy. I heard it, and it did not feel like he had
sunk low — it felt like he stood tall. When a person lives a poor life so neatly,

the neatness itself is a kind of backbone.

At home I told my dad: Du Xiaokang has a stall now. My dad asked: is that
shameful. I said: no. He was very polite to me, and even threw in an extra popsicle.

My dad laughed and said: there you go. Poverty is not scary; lying down is.

Now I paint the red gate in front of our house every day too. Du Xiaokang taught
me one thing: it is fine if the gate grows old — paint it again; but if a man lies
down, no paint will help. He runs his stall at the school gate, I read my books in

the classroom, and both of us are walking forward.

Come, say it with me: red gate red, ducks white, Du Xiaokang will not stay down.
His stall stands at the school gate, his books set square and straight. I keep
painting my red gate — poor in things, not in spirit. All the kids of Youmadi

remember: a man who stands up lights up wherever he goes.
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