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An Essay of Xiaoman Was Read Aloud to the Whole Class

Xiaoman sits in front of me, and she used to fear Monday Chinese class most.
Monday was when film reviews came back, and her score was always in the lowest band.
I once copied her opening: it was almost identical to mine, this film tells of such
and such, in the end such and such, and I was deeply educated by it. Our reviews

poured from the same mold, neither better than the other.

The change came in November. The teacher took the class to the media room to
watch an animated film about a puppy that could not bark, raised by a flock of sheep,
always believing it was a sheep. Back in the classroom, the teacher said write
anything you like this time. Xiaoman chewed her pen for twenty minutes, then began
writing about the puppy. She wrote how the puppy wanted to bark, and a dull moan

rolled out of its throat, and it panicked, thinking it had lost its voice. She wrote
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how the puppy later shouted at the valley: the first sound was still a moan, the

second was a bark, and it froze on the spot, forgetting to wag its tail.

Monday, the teacher read the essay of Xiaoman to the whole class. When she
reached it froze on the spot, forgetting to wag its tail, the class laughed, and the
teacher laughed too. Afterward the teacher said: Xiaoman did not retell the film from
the beginning; she lived one life for that puppy. The head of Xiaoman dropped, her
ears burning red, but I saw her hand under the desk close into a fist, not a fist of

nervousness, the kind a winner makes.

That day after school, Xiaoman stayed behind for the first time. She stood before
the blackboard and copied one line from the writing on the blackboard into her
notebook: write the moment that moved your heart. After copying she asked me, guess
why I could never write before. I shook my head. She said, because I always wanted to
explain the film from the start, afraid of missing something, and ended up finishing
the film and losing myself. I thought about that sentence for a long time. That night
I also wrote the puppy, writing how afterward it always looked back first whenever it

heard a dog bark, to check where it was.

Now the highest—scoring pieces in the review notebook of Xiaoman are all about
the side characters: the puppy that could not bark, the old sheep that sewed its bed,
and that late bark. She told me that the sorest place in a film is often not the hero
but the voiceless one beside it. I do not fully understand that sentence, but I have

started watching for the voiceless people, the way she does.

Last week, The review of Xiaoman went up on the back wall again. She stood on
tiptoe pushing in the thumbtack, very slowly, as if afraid of hurting the paper. I
held the corner of the sheet steady beside her. We both remember the old days when
our essays poured from one mold; neither mentions it, yet both know that the paper on

the wall was paid for by all those pens chewed through.
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