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After One Book, I Found the Handle of the Next

The moment I closed the last page of Grass House, I sat dazed for a bit, then did
something I would never have done before: I searched on my phone for what else Cao
Wenxuan had written. Before, finishing a book was the end of it — a book was an
assignment, handed in and over. That night I made a list: Bronze and Sunflower, Root
Bird, The Goat That Does Not Eat Heaven's Grass. I wrote the list on a cigarette—pack
paper | pulled from under my father s wobbly table leg, and hid it in my pencil case.

The first one I got was Bronze and Sunflower. The library had few copies and I
waited two weeks in line. The boy in it, Qingtong, cannot speak and talks with his
family through gestures and looks. When I reached the part where he gives his own
shoes to Sunflower and walks home barefoot in the snow, I stopped — the same way 1
stopped at Du Xiaokang. A pattern hit me: the books I read always contain poverty,
and inside the poverty someone always gives the best thing away. I wrote that
question on the back of the cigarette paper, planning to answer it again with every

new book.
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Root Bird was slow going. It is about a boy chasing a girl from a dream, losing
things on the road as he goes, and the reading felt rough; halfway through I wanted
to quit. But I remembered how heavy the chapters of Sang Sang’ s illness felt in Grass
House, and I had not quit then. I pushed through to the end, and to my surprise the
book stayed with me afterward. Turns out a slow book is not necessarily a bad one —

maybe I just had not walked up to it yet.

I have replaced my library card twice in half a year; the edges wore fuzzy. The
librarian knows me now and says, you again, every time. My deskmate Xiao Zhou saw me
borrowing daily and got a card too. We swap books now: he borrows his science
fiction, I borrow mine, and on weekends we sit on the neighborhood bench reading our
own piles, then retell each other what we read. If I cannot retell a book, it means I

did not really read it, and I reread it next time — a rule I worked out myself.

At the end of last term my mother found my stack of cigarette papers. They had
grown to a dozen lines, each one a book and a question. She asked what I was doing
with them. I said I did not know — I just wanted to know what the next question
would be. She said nothing more, and taped clear plastic around my library card. The
door of reading was pushed open by Grass House, but the handles of all the doors

after it, I found one by one with my own hands.
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