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The Page of My Book Report I Tore Out

I once tore out a page of my essay — the first book report I wrote on Grass
House. That page said: the book tells the school years of a boy named Sang Sang, with
Tuhe, Zhiyue and Du Xiaokang, and in the end Sang Sang gets well, I was deeply moved
after reading it, and I feel I must cherish my time. I read it twice and it sounded
more like a newspaper blurb than something I wrote. I tore the page out, crumpled it,

and dropped it in the wastebasket.

During my rereading those days, I paid attention to the people. Every character
was easy to read, but only Grandma Qin made my chest tight. She clung to that one mu
of field and fought the school her whole life. When children stepped into her crops,
she stood with hands on hips and scolded, her voice sharp enough to cross the whole
village. But when a first—grader fell by the school well, the first person who jumped
in to pull him out was her. She came up covered in mud, nobody thanked her, and she
went back to sit on her doorstep as if nothing had happened. The book later writes
that she went into the water again for a single pumpkin and never came back. I closed

the book on my lap and sat there for a long while.

I thought of the old gatekeeper in my neighborhood. He scolded everyone: kids who
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did not slow down over the bump, he rushed out and shouted; a quilt blown onto the
ground by the wind, he scolded that too. But once I forgot my keys, and he phoned my
mother from the guard room, then handed me half a biscuit and let me do my homework
there while I waited. The way he scolds and the way he offers a biscuit — I can see

both with my eyes closed.

My second report was about Grandma Qin alone: first her scolding, then her jump
into the water by the well, and at the end the gatekeeper in my neighborhood,
scolding me and handing me the biscuit. I did not write about cherishing time, and I

did not write about being deeply moved. When I counted, it filled a page and a half.

The next class, the teacher read my second paragraph aloud, then said: this is
what a book report should be — you read people, not a table of contents. My notebook
got a small stamp, the kind only a few students have. After school I fished the
crumpled old page out of the wastebasket, pressed it flat, and tucked it into the
book. It reminds me: wrecking a book report is fine — tear it up and start again, as

long as this time you write about a person.
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