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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,
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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
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.
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