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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
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
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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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