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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 I 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
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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
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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