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The Red Gate, the Ducks, and the Little Stall

In Youmadi there is a red gate, the reddest, the smoothest with lacquer. Out of
the gate walks a boy named Du Xiaokang, white shirt, leather jacket, his textbooks
smelling of fresh ink. The red gate is his family’ s face. Every time it opens and

shuts, it brings a gust of wind.

Later the wind turned. The family s boat sank in the days of life. The lacquer on
the red gate cracked, and the leather jacket went to the bottom of a trunk. Du
Xiaokang did not cry. He rolled up his sleeves and followed his father rowing a boat,

rowing into the reed marsh, to mind a flock of ducks.

The ducks know him. Quack, quack, quack, a line of white following him. The storm
came. The reeds knelt. The ducks scattered. He shouted until his voice went hoarse.

He chased, fell into the mud, got up, broken reeds hanging in his hair. That night he
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counted the ducks again and again — not one missing. Du Xiaokang counted himself

too: still here, still the one standing.

The flock went home and laid basketfuls of eggs. Du Xiaokang set a little stall
at the gate of the grass house: one rope, a few books, a few paper boxes, a handful
of popsicles. When the school bell rang, the children gathered round. The hand that

handed him the textbook was red with cold, and he smiled steadier than before.

Sangsang came to buy something. Neither of them mentioned the past. You offer me
your popsicle, I offer you my doves. The red gate still stands in its old place, the
lacquer grown old, but still the same door. It understands one thing now: the gate is

not red from lacquer. It is painted red again by the man who stood back up.

The sound of the red gate opening and shutting, everyone in Youmadi understands
it. In the old days, when it opened, a leather jacket’s cuff flashed past; later,
when it opened, it was Du Xiaokang carrying a duck pen out the door, trouser legs
rolled to the knee. Still the same door, still the same sound — only the man opening
it now carries hard days in his footsteps. Not flustered, not in disorder — one step
is one step. That night in the reed marsh, the ducks remember, and the door remembers
too. When the wind passes the red gate and the gate makes no sound, it is the person

inside bracing with all their strength.

Come, say it with me: Du Xiaokang, Du Xiaokang, a fine lad out of the red gate.
Herding ducks through the marsh, daring to bear the storm. Setting his stall at the
school gate, back straighter than the gate shines. All the children of Youmadi
remember: being poor is no shame; staying down is. Stand up, and the red gate is red

again.
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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.

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.
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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. [ 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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The Flock Remembers Him

We are a flock of ducks, white feathers, red webbed feet, living by the river of
Youmadi. Our boy is called Du Xiaokang. In the old days his home had a red gate. He
would open it, come out, and grab a handful of grain to feed us, the grain falling

through his fingers like light rain.

Later the red gate grew old. He took us away on a boat, rowing into the reed
marsh. The reeds grew taller than us, and when the wind blew they rustled, swish,
swish. He slept in the hut; we slept outside. He turned over in his sleep, and we
heard it. He had grown thinner than before, but he got up to check on us more often

than before.

That night the storm was terrible. All the reeds knelt. We went mad with fright
and scattered into the dark. He shouted: come back, come back! His voice went hoarse
and he kept shouting. He fell into the muddy water, got up, fell again, got up again.
One by one we walked ourselves back and found him sitting at the hut’s mouth, two of

the smallest ducklings hugged in his arms, covered in mud, not moving.

At dawn he counted us, three times, not one missing. Let us count him once too:
fell several times, did not cry; voice gone hoarse, did not stop; reeds cut his
hands, did not cry out. We ducks cannot speak, so we answered him with our quacking:

you are a fine one.

The water in the marsh rose over our webbed feet, and it rose over his knees too.
He waded out to find the lost eggs, feeling them back one by one, tucking them inside
his shirt to warm with his body, as if warming a small ball of sun. We know the smell
of his hands: grain, mud, and later a bitterness drifting from the door of the
medicine hut — he had gone to carry things for Sangsang and came back saying
nothing. We ducks do not understand human hearts; we understand only one thing: a man

who gets up in the night to count his ducks has a heart that will not go cold.

After that, we laid eggs, and the eggs became his little stall. He set up at the
school gate, a few books, a few paper boxes. We marched past his stall in line, he
looked up at us once, and we called to him once. That one call means: that night in

the marsh — we remember.

Come, chant with us ducks: quack quack quack, quack quack quack, Du Xiaokang, a
good lad. By the red gate he fed us; in the marsh he shared hardship with us. Fell in
the mud without losing a duck, stood in the wind without losing his home. Now his
stall stands at the school gate, his back straighter than the reeds. We ducks all

testify: he is a man who stood up.
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