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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
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
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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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