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A Dozen People Live in My Reading Notebook

Before Grass House, my way of reading was turning pages: close the book when
done, and if anyone asked who I remembered, I could not name a single character. Our
Chinese teacher heard I was reading it and said do not read it for nothing — make
one page of notes per character, writing the contradictory things they did. I thought

it was a hassle, but the next day I still bought a new notebook.

The first page went to Sang Qiao, Sang Sang’ s father and the school principal. I
wrote: he keeps a straight face at meetings and posts the teachers’ attendance sheet
on the wall; when his son misbehaves, he pins the boy over a bench and beats him in
front of everyone; when his son falls ill, he carries him from hospital to hospital
and squats by the door at night without a sound. In the margin I wrote: strictness
and tenderness can live in one person at the same time. That line took me three
evenings, because I could not decide whether, when Sang Qiao hit his son, anger or

fear was bigger.
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The second page went to Grandma Qin. I wrote that she fought the school over her
land her whole life, scolded the children, and was treated as a oddity by the
village; that she went into the water twice — the first time to save a child, the
second time for a pumpkin, and the second time she did not come back. In the margin I
wrote: in the end the whole village came to see her off, but while she was alive no
one ever thanked her. Writing that line my chest tightened, and I thought of the bike
repairman downstairs whom people gossip about behind his back — he never charges

kids, and no one remembers it either.

The third page went to Du Xiaokang: the white gloves, the bowls lined up
straight, chasing ducks in the reed marsh until he cried. In the margin I wrote:
being poor is not the hardest part; the hardest part is still treating yourself as a

person when you are poor.

The notebook later spread into other classes. In history, I made a page for Li
Hongzhang in the same format — he signed treaties and founded schools. In physics, 1
made a page for Faraday, copying out books as an apprentice. My history teacher wrote
on the page: you know how to think about questions. That skill actually came from
Grass House — it taught me that the people in a book are worth stopping for, and

thinking one person through beats skimming ten books.

The notebook is more than half full now. On the first page I wrote one line:
reading without stopping is the same as not reading. A new classmate asked what was
in it. I handed it over. He turned to Grandma Qin’ s page, looked for a long time, and

said nothing.
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