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Sangsang on the City Wall, I on the Sickbed

If I had to tell The Straw House in one sentence, I would say: it is about a
group of children and grown—ups in 0il Grain Village, each quietly growing up in
front of poverty, mockery, bankruptcy, and death. The book is full of characters —
Touhe, Zhiyue, Du Xiaokang, Baique, Jiang Yilun — yet when I close it, only one
picture remains in my head: after his great illness, Sangsang s father carries him up
the city wall to look at the distant fields.

In the book Sangsang is always the rascal: he tears his father’s mosquito net to
make a fishing trap, wears padded cotton clothes in summer to sell popsicles, smashes
the dish rack to trade for pigeons. It is exactly this fearless boy who suddenly
falls quiet after a lump grows on his neck. Every folk remedy in town is tried, and
in the end even the burning needle goes in. The book writes his pain, writes his
mother crying secretly at night, writes his father’s hair turning white in one night.
But in the city—-wall passage, the father carries his weak son and points into the
distance: look, the grass far away is so beautiful; while a person lives, anything is

possible. The first time I reached this page I read it three times over. So the
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heaviest love is the rough hand above the sickbed.

Why did I read this passage so slowly? Because I was hospitalized once in fifth
grade. Acute appendicitis, wheeled into the operating room at midnight, my mother
standing outside the door the whole time. For days after the surgery I refused to
turn over from the pain, and my father, usually a man of few words, got up every
night those days to pour water for me. One day he helped me sit up and said: come,
let us look out the window. The ward building was seven stories up; outside lay half
the city, and far away a small field of wheat. Father said, look into the distance,

and the pain will ease.

I said nothing then. Thinking of it now, the tears arrive first. Cao Wenxuan
writes of Sangsang’ s father carrying him up the city wall; my father helped me walk
to the window. It turns out that fathers everywhere can find no remedy; they can only
carry or lead their children to where the distance is visible, and let the distance

speak for them.

What The Straw House made me remember is not suffering itself, but the people who
pick their children up inside the suffering. Sangsang later sat up from his sickbed
by himself, and I also got off my bed by myself. The day I left the hospital I looked
back at the seventh-floor window. On the windowsill my father had left a single
apple, and the sunlight was falling on it. I thought: the thatched houses of 0il

Grain Village are shining, and the windowsill of my home is shining too.
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