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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.
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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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