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A Book Report Can Be About Just One Person

I used to dread book reports. Every time, the first half retold the story: once
there was a boy named Sang Sang, and his house had a thatched roof... The second half
used three stock sentences: I am so moved, I will definitely study harder, what a
meaningful book. The teacher drew a red circle in the margin and wrote only four

characters: nothing real here.

When the assignment for a report on Grass House came, I sat facing the title for
half an hour without writing a word. My mother came over and asked where I was stuck.
I said the book holds too many events and I did not know which to write. She said:
then write about just one person, the one you cannot stop thinking about after

reading.

I went through the book. Sang Sang was too mischievous; I could never be him.
Grandma Qin was too far from my world. When I reached Du Xiaokang, my hand stopped

His family went from the richest in Youma Di to the poorest, and he set up a small
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stall by the school gate selling bowls and beads, wearing white gloves. His clothes
were patched, but the gloves were white. I remembered the day our fruit shop closed:

my father sat on the steps in front of the shop, saying nothing, for a long time.

This time I wrote the white gloves first, then the steps my father sat on; I
wrote how he lined up the small porcelain bowls one by one, rims facing the
customers, and how my father covered the fruit with a plastic sheet at night and
weighted the four corners down with bricks so the wind could not lift it. I did not
write that I was moved, and I did not write that I would study hard. When I finished,
I had filled four pages of the notebook.

The next day the essays came back. The teacher underlined my sentence about the
plastic sheet and wrote: you brought a person from the book to life, and you wrote
yourself into it too. At break she read that paragraph to the whole class. When she
reached the plastic sheet, some classmates laughed. I kept my head down, my ears

burning, but inside I was glad.

Now I never retell the story in a book report. I read the whole book first, then
I wait for a person to walk out of it on his own, and I write about him. My mother
calls it holding on to one character; I call it picking the one you cannot let go of.
Grass House has more than a dozen people, and I have written only one so far. I will

save the rest for later.
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