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My Little Sister Learned From Sangsang

In our family, the first one to finish Grass House was actually not me but my
little sister, who is in Grade Two. Her teacher assigned the book, and she chewed
through it in three days. At night she climbed onto my bed hugging the book and said
she would read it to me. When she reached the chapter of the fire needle, she stopped
and asked, big sister, what is a fire needle. I said it is a red-hot needle. Her face

scrunched up at once, and then she kept reading.

My sister has asthma, and in the bad years she needs injections. Last winter when
it flared up, she was only four. When the nurse came with the needle, she cried and
tried to burrow under the quilt, and our mother had to hug her together with the
quilt to get the shot done. She cried until she hiccupped, and the eyes of our mother

went red too.

This summer it flared up again, and my sister is already in Grade Two. On the way
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to the clinic she was quiet all the way, so quiet my heart tightened. When the nurse
took out the needle, my sister held out her arm herself and said, you may give it

now. The nurse called her brave. I could see that her lips were trembling.

At night I asked her why she was not afraid today. She said, because Sangsang did
not cry. Sangsang was so scared and still did not cry. I am in Grade Two now, so I
can sit steady too. When she said the name Sangsang, she said it the way one talks

about a classmate who just transferred in.

I did not answer right away. What came back to me was the closing scene: Sangsang
gets well, and his father carries him on his back home from the doctor, and the hair
of Sangsang has grown back black and standing up a little. My sister once told me
that on that page she wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. I said I understood.
I would want that too.

Our mother came back from the market and, hearing this, said she had been the
loudest crier at injections when she was little, and now she cannot even close her
eyes when my sister gets her shot. My sister climbed onto a stool and announced that
she would teach our mother to be like Sangsang. We all laughed in a heap, and

afterward the corners of the eyes of our mother looked a little wet.

That night I took Grass House off the shelf again. Its corners were already
curled from the reading of my sister. The roof of the grass house is ordinary thatch,
yet one by one the children who live inside it grow up. Sangsang taught my sister,
and my sister taught our mother. The lesson I took away is this: when someone at home

is afraid, hold her, and do not let her burrow under the quilt.
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