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The Thatched Houses That Suffering Left Behind

In the autumn of seventh grade, I broke my left leg playing basketball and stayed
home from school for a month. The day I came back on crutches, I pulled a yellow-
covered book from the shelf: Cao Wenxuan’s The Straw House. I had bought it in sixth

grade and never finished it. That month, I read it in one breath.

The boy Sangsang in the book fell gravely ill, with a terrible growth on his
neck. The whole town searched for remedies, and in the end even the burning needle of
moxibustion was pressed down on him; he cried out in pain, yet he endured it for his
father. When I read the part where he sat on the city wall looking at the distant
fields, I touched the cast on my own leg and thought: he did not know whether he
would recover, while I knew I would get better. What right did I have to lose heart?

Du Xiaokang was once the richest boy in 0il Grain Village. His family shop went

bankrupt overnight, and he had to leave school to keep a small stall at the school
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gate. He did not hide, did not cry, and stood beside his stall with his back
straight. The book says that the child who can bear hardship grows up the fastest. 1
thought of my father. In the years after our family business failed, he never
complained either. He rose before dawn every day and started again from a small

repair stand.

Touhe, the bald boy, was laughed at for years because of his shining head. He
made trouble on purpose, wanting nothing more than to be noticed. Only at the
gymnastics show, when he played the bald soldier and danced more seriously than
anyone else, did the whole school suddenly fall silent and give him respect. 1
changed schools in fifth grade and spent a full year as an outsider. Now I
understand: loneliness is not a verdict but a training ground. For that year I
practiced speaking in front of the mirror again and again, just as Touhe practiced

his dance steps in the yard.

Three children in the book: one survived a serious illness, one lost a fortune,
one carried a lifetime of mockery. None of them grew up in a single day. Their growth

came inch by inch in places no one else could see.

The day the cast came off, I went back to the playground. The autumn sun lay on
the red rubber track, and my first step was still stiff. I suddenly thought of the
ending of The Straw House: after his illness, Sangsang looked at the row of thatched
houses shining in the sunlight. Suffering does not need to be thanked, but the person
you become after walking through it, you will remember. That row of thatched houses

inside my heart is shining too.
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The Day the Thatched House Stood Up in the Wind

The scene from The Straw House I can never forget is the stormy night. The great
wind rolled the thatched roofs of 0il Grain Village up into the sky piece by piece,
and the children chased their roofs, with Du Xiaokang running hardest. After the
storm, the book says, the children pressed the roofs back down, and the thatched
houses stood up again. I stopped reading the first time I reached this line: so this
is what growth means — after the roof is torn off, you still have the strength to

press it back.

The first roof torn away in the village belonged to Touhe. He had done nothing
wrong, yet laughter followed him for six years because of his bald head. He tried
fighting back: growing his hair long and shaving it off again, acting out in the
ranks on purpose, and earning only more laughter. Loneliness makes no crashing sound,
yet it presses down every day. But on the day of the gymnastics show, he made his own
head the brightest star in the whole school and silenced all the laughter. He

defeated no one; he simply refused to keep that head lowered.

Du Xiaokang lost his roof overnight. The day before, he was the only young master
in class wearing leather trousers; the next day his family boat sank, creditors
blocked the door, and he could not even stay in school. The cruelest stroke in the
book: after dropping out, he did not vanish. He squatted at the school gate every day
keeping a small stall, listening to the lessons from inside. Another boy might have
hidden long ago. He pressed his days back into the shape of a roof, saving coins one

popsicle at a time.

Sangsang’ s roof was illness. The lump on his neck grew larger day by day; his

mother cried at night, his father carried him on his back across the whole town. The
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sound of the burning needle going in made me tremble outside the pages. Yet in the
end he sat up from his bed by himself. The book never writes how he endured it; it
only writes that he recovered. The endurance hides in the nights the book did not

write.

Last winter, my grandfather was hospitalized with a brain hemorrhage, and our
house fell terrifyingly quiet. My parents took turns keeping night vigil at the
hospital while I delivered meals to my grandmother. One evening, carrying a bowl of
porridge down the hospital corridor, I suddenly thought of Du Xiaokang squatting at
the school gate. It turned out that bankruptcy in the adult world and a sickbed are
the same thing as what the book describes. I did not cry. I reheated the porridge a
third time and carried it in. When my grandmother finished it, she said: the porridge

is good. In that moment I felt I had pressed something back into place too.

Long before closing the book I understood that the wind over 0il Grain Village
will not blow only once, and neither will the wind in my own life. But I have
memorized the way the thatched house stands up: not never having been torn open, but

pressing grass back onto grass after it was torn.

RIE=, FRBAIAS—FF

(1) XA, Kl =i, HFEL o, NER B, CFEHw. g, &
WHACEMNEAFF FoRBAE A T ARPLT, 2ERAL.

TAEGOR i, FAEERIGAETLEE . BAWENIN S Tk, B EE T, —JTH S
K. BT %, BRI E AT WO IR o 5 LS B e A R S0 Sk, ol
By FALPTE NE, BSR4 B wiz. BUER 7 AT IEA O 2 T RE M
o MM, BSLAEPA A DR HH

INEE -, A A DR BEISEE RO, B I I AT I XA SE RO T, Al
B T, LA Z IRI I ey B, DA BARE o 2R KM RN %, T EE A
TR AR AR D R AT R, W L ERRES AREE A . ARSI P BT, Al
FHRINAMET AL, FWRE, KT F, WTRA T B AR SRR, J2 kA,
REMUAFTHENE, SATEMASG A i,

EFEHIX -, R TR LR A DTAR, AEBCIR, WERARIEAL, BER
PUERIAME, TieEERN TR BEZRNSOEEHEMAE ERES, R AkKk. ZMAFTE
TBRAANGE, WA WBSOCRAE B EORGE, BRAT RS AR, T KM
THME R T, WIS T,

S EESE, AR IS R R wEEBCA AR, B RISk S, i A

www. vv99. net



F IR, R RFEE T EE M (HERHRAA L AR T meT 12, AR
EHETHER T AR, ZRMWR L E AR,

T LA, KX -AAESGAHCKMR. BErER. ACrms, Brpd. A
R, FAEAUR M MRIIX =D NI, RIEERAITHE, A A, ARBER.

I Read It Three Times, and Each Time I Feared a
Different Boy

I have read The Straw House three times: once in fifth grade, once in sixth, once
in seventh. Strangely, the person I remember differs each time. Later I figured out
why: the book did not change. I did.

During my fifth-grade reading, I lived inside Touhe’s skin all day. That term I
had just transferred in from the countryside, my Mandarin carrying the accent of the
fields, and the back rows laughed whenever I opened my mouth. I learned to swallow my
words and pretended not to hear the chatter at break. In the book, Touhe grows his
hair long and then shaves it bald, standing on the playground for everyone to see.
Back then I could not understand why he courted such pain. Now I do: he refused to
spend his life hiding his own head. And in that year, I truly was hiding my own

accent.

During the sixth—grade reading, the whole book was Du Xiaokang. That very summer,
my best friend Ayuan’s family lost everything in their trade, and he transferred
schools in the middle of the night. Before leaving he pressed his beloved stamp album
into my hands and asked me to keep it safe for him. The next day his seat stood
empty, and I stared at that emptiness for a full week. In the book, Du Xiaokang
squats at the school gate with his stall and hears the class bell he can no longer
enter. I once saw Ayuan at the school gate, wearing an old coat, helping his family
unload goods. He saw me, smiled, and called my name. That smile weighed more than any
crying. For the first time I understood that loss need not knock first, and the one

who catches it must stand steady alone.

During this seventh—grade reading, [ reached Sangsang. Last term I had a small
surgery and stayed in the hospital five nights, unable to sleep from pain, my mother
asleep face—down at the bedside with her hand still gripping my wrist. In the book,
Sangsang’ s father carries him through the town hunting for a doctor, his hair turning
white in a single night. I used to think adults never grow old. That night I watched
my father pacing up and down the corridor, his back slightly bent too. Illness

exposes a family s courage, and it exposes their love.
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After three readings I wrote one line on the title page: suffering never takes
the same shape. It lands on Touhe’ s head as mockery, on Du Xiaokang’ s home as empty
shelves, on Sangsang s neck as a lump. But it never lands for nothing. Touhe won the
silence, Du Xiaokang propped his stall into a backbone, and Sangsang sat up from his
sickbed by himself.

I closed the book and thought: our generation will have its own lumps, its own
empty shelves, its own mockery, sooner or later. I only hope that when the time
comes, I can recall the backs of these three boys from 0il Grain Village and, like

them, not hide, not kneel, not pretend nothing happened.
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