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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.
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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, I 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.

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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