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Hardship Is a Gift? I Did Not Believe It at First

When the teacher wrote the words hardship is a gift on the blackboard, I drew a
question mark beside them in my notebook. How could hardship be a gift? I finished

reading Cao Wenxuan’ s Grass House, and the question stayed with me for a long time.

Du Xiaokang was once the most respected boy in Youmadi. His family’ s general
store stood at the village entrance behind a red door, its paint bright and clean.
Then white paper was pasted over that red door. His father lost a boatload of goods,
and the family’s life collapsed overnight. He had to leave school and follow his
father into the reed marsh to herd ducks. Frightened by the storm, the ducks
scattered in every direction, and he chased them alone until he could not tell rain
from tears on his face. When he set up a small stall by the school gate, I kept
waiting for him to cry. He did not. He just straightened his white gloves and called

out his prices, one by one, clearly.
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Sang Sang grew a lump on his neck, and the doctor pressed a red—hot needle into
it. The whole room heard him cry out, yet he never pushed the doctor’s hand away.
After that, he drank every bowl of bitter medicine in one gulp, his face scrunched up
but his hands perfectly steady. He even carried his little sister on his back to the

foot of the city wall to watch the scenery, as if the sick one were not him.

I thought of myself. Last term I lost the final round of the math contest
selection, and I shut myself in my room for two days, unwilling to even look at my
notebook of mistakes. Compared with Du Xiaokang’ s red door and Sang Sang’s fire
needle, my setback seemed small. But pain is pain. When you fall, nobody else’s ruler

can measure what lands on you.

In the end I opened the mistake notebook and went through every error one by one.
It was not that I suddenly understood something. I simply refused to lose without
knowing why. That was also the day I began to see: hardship itself is never a gift.
What turns it into one is the person who gets back up afterward and has the courage

to take stock of themselves.

Du Xiaokang set up his stall, Sang Sang finished his medicine, and I sat back
down at my desk. The wrapping paper of a gift is not always pretty. Sometimes it is
the white paper pasted on a red door; sometimes it is the bitter smell rising from a
medicine bowl. But if you are patient enough to open it, you will usually find

something inside that makes you dare to take one more step forward than before.
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The Red Door, the Medicine Pot, and My Failed Test Paper

Three things sit on the corner of my desk: a copy of Grass House, an old tea cup,
and a physics test paper stapled at the back of my notebook. My mother once asked me
why 1 kept that paper with its big red cross. I had no answer then. Now, thinking it

over, I do.

In Grass House, what I cannot let go of is the red door. The Du family store had
always stood behind it, and they were the wealthiest household in Youmadi. After the
boat sank, white paper was pasted over the red door, and Du Xiaokang changed in
everyone’ s eyes from a classmate they looked up to one they looked down on with pity.
He refused the pity. He followed his father into the reed marsh. When the ducks
scattered, he chased them alone until dark, then sat in the mud holding the first
duck he caught back.

Just as hard to forget is the smell inside Sang Sang’ s medicine room. That little
room always hung with the steam of herbs. Sang Sang forced the bitterest medicine
down mouthful by mouthful. When the fire needle pressed into his neck, he gripped the
bedsheet hard and never cried out a second time. The illness took his strength but
did not turn him into a coward. Later he even took off his own padded coat and gave

it to someone colder than himself.

My physics test paper carried a score too ugly to show anyone. I cried once in
the stairwell, came home and announced I would never study physics again, and did not
open the textbook for a whole week. Then my physics teacher called me over and went
through the mistakes one by one. I found it was not that I was slow. It was that I

had pretended to understand too many things, leaving holes for the exam to find.

Looking at the three things side by side now, I understand: the red door is what
Du Xiaokang must carry, the medicine pot is what Sang Sang must carry, and that test
paper is what I must carry. Everyone has to learn to carry their own share. You

cannot throw it away, and you cannot pretend you do not see it.

I no longer want to tear up the paper. I turned it over and redid every wrong

problem on the back. The red cross is still there, but it no longer stabs my eyes
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The day Du Xiaokang set up his stall, the day Sang Sang finished his medicine, the
day I picked up the physics textbook again, were all ordinary days, and all days no
life can do without. When hardship has not yet knocked, nobody escapes; once it walks

in, the only one who can sit down with it is yourself.
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The Three of Us Took a Lesson Called Hardship

Last night before sleep, I pictured a classroom. Two words were written on the
blackboard: hardship. There were only three students in it: Du Xiaokang, Sang Sang,

and me. The teacher never came, so we decided to take turns telling our own stories.

Du Xiaokang went first. He did not mention how grand his family s red door used

to be. He spoke only of the reed marsh. He said the wind there could bend the reeds
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flat in whole sheets, that the ducks burst into panic at the thunder, and he chased
them all night. When he caught one, he sat in the mud holding it, water soaking
through his trousers, unwilling to move. He said: when there is no road left, take

one more step.

Sang Sang rolled up his sleeve and showed us the scar the fire needle left on his
neck. He said that in the moment the needle pressed down, he thought of the wind by
the old city wall and his little sister’ s pigtails, and the pain eased a little. He
said: you cannot choose your illness, but you can choose whether to drink the

medicine in one gulp or in ten.

When it was my turn, I was quiet for a while, then told them about the bicycle.
My father had saved for half a year to buy it, and it vanished from the school gate
during a single lunch break. I cried beside the guard room, and walked home with legs
like lead. I said: for a month after that I did not want to go to school. Then my
father said, we will save again. At night the two of us bent over the table counting

coins, and somewhere in the counting, the stone in my chest loosened a little.

When we finished, the classroom was silent for a while, and the shadow of a plane
tree outside the window swayed across the blackboard. The three of us came from
different places, and the wounds we carried were of different sizes, yet we looked
alike in how we walked out: all of us had learned not to stare at the hole, and not

to wait for the pain to pass by itself, but to move first.

I asked them: is hardship a gift after all? Du Xiaokang thought a moment and
said, it is not a gift, it is a debt, and you repay it by living well. Sang Sang
said, it is not a gift, it is a bowl of medicine, bitter, but it cures the sickness

of being frail.

The bell rang. School was over. The three of us walked out of the classroom with
the sun pressed low and our shadows stretched long. I know that classroom does not
exist. But I also know that in Youmadi, and in my own days, this lesson never ends. I
plan to copy those two words from the blackboard onto the first page of my mistake
notebook, so that every time I open it, it is like sitting in that classroom once

more.
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