s LRE, WK LK

AR RIS (G5 1) » Wil EEMRI B T AURN, BRI WK,
WAL, A MEE KR, BRADRZ, B8, 400, HUNE. fAEs R, )
Pt EAS, N BLURRANmE: RRRZ R, SOREHEMME IS, XA HE .

R FRMBE A I8 7 SORIBUIKAT 1, R FHIACL KM, JEREZLAN T
BT o WUEEFE D RANAM T, BT BRI, BRLE T B
TR, S RHAIL T N . BEGAE, SREEAUR R, SO B2 m A T kK.
RSB, SORTSE RIS, TRAME: G, BAENREZLE, NS, HHafahE.
A IR, O R T e BRI, 2R 7 SRR (T

AT AT B At ? ROy E I EREL KB SRR, FRETAR=,
BERAET IO Bl . RJEAURARA TG, SORFINTED, LR BRCHLAR R Al ke R 25 3K,
B A RARBAEK, W, &, BREE@IE. EBEER, GOSN, mibArT— Ny
ZZWo SORUL, IREE R, BAE T

I BB, PAERGER, HRIHSGE] T . W OCHS R ZMSOCRTAE B3, JACRIRBGE
BT, SRR FASCREIRARIINEG, KBt 18], IRBIAER W Jr iy, ki) E it
(NAZ

55 1) AT RA AL, e e MBI SSEZ TrIN . RFR G RMEIK LA
CUAR TSR, BB MIRIKIR B Ch 7. MBI REIBIELE T IR-EEmE ), wWH B0k
B —HEER, BDGIERAE Ein. JAR, SRR D TAENDG, KM E S WAER G,

Sangsang on the City Wall, I on the Sickbed

If T 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
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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

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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The 01d School Desk at the Gate

In The Straw House, the thatched houses of 0il Grain Village stand row after row,
swaying whenever the wind blows, yet the people inside stand straighter one by one.
Among them, the one I admire most is Du Xiaokang. His family s red boat sank, their
shop was seized for debts; the day before he was the only young master in class
wearing leather trousers, and the next day he became the child keeping a stall at the

school gate.

What Cao Wenxuan writes most cruelly about Du Xiaokang is not his poverty but his
refusal to hide. Other poor children might detour around the school; he does not. He
sets his small stall right at the school gate, listening every day to the class bell
and the break bell, watching classmates buy things from his stall for a cent apiece.
The book describes his eyes: neither servile nor defiant, like a well. The first time
I read this, my heart gave a lurch: falling into the mud is not the hard part; the
hard part is sitting in the mud and still holding your back straight.

Du Xiaokang reminds me of mute Uncle at the mouth of our lane. He used to run a
small shop, then a fire burned it all down, and he set up a bicycle repair stand at
the lane entrance. I passed him every day after school. He never sighed at his stand;
his tools lay in perfect order, and after patching a tire he would give you a thumbs-—
up. Once my chain fell off, he waved away my money and fished a biscuit out from
under the stand to press into my hand. That biscuit tasted of gasoline, yet I ate it
as if it were the sweetest thing. Only later did I learn that mute Uncle opened his
stand earliest and closed it latest each day; in winter his hands cracked open, and
he wrapped them in tape and kept turning screws. He and Du Xiaokang are the same kind
of person: when fate tears off their roof, they squat down and stack their days back

up, piece by piece.

My own family moved once too. My father’s factory fell on hard times, and we
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moved from a three—room apartment to a single—story house facing the street. That
night the new house was so empty it echoed, and I sat on a cardboard box afraid to
cry. My father plugged in a new desk lamp and said: when the lamp is 1lit, the home is
lit. That lamp stayed with me through three years of homework, and under it my
father’ s ledger slowly climbed from red numbers back to balance. Only then did I
understand what The Straw House says: hardship is not the destination; it merely

reveals the metal a person is made of.

When I close the book, I keep seeing Du Xiaokang squatting beside his stall, mute
Uncle’ s taped hands, that lamp in the small house. None of them ever said a single
defiant word, yet their backs were straighter than any defiant word. If the day of my
own bankruptcy ever comes, I hope I will be the same: no hiding, no kneeling — set
up the stall, and light the lamp.
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That Bald Head, and My Big Front Teeth

At our class reading—sharing session, when it was my turn to go up, my first
sentence was: reading The Straw House, what I read into myself was not a story but
myself. Someone below whispered a laugh, and I gripped the corner of the book and

kept going.

Touhe in the book has never had a moment of peace since first grade. He was born
without hair, his head shining dazzlingly in the sun. The children gave him
nicknames, the grown—ups sighed behind his back, and he tried every remedy himself:
half a bottle of hair tonic rubbed on, a hat worn all summer, his head shaved and
regrown and shaved again. He deliberately messed up during the drill formations,
wanting people to at least hate him rather than pretend he did not exist. My throat
tightened reading this, because before fifth grade 1 was another Touhe.

My front teeth protruded, my nickname was Big Board Teeth, and one shout of it
turned the whole class around. I learned to laugh behind my hand, to turn my face
sideways when speaking, to stand at the very edge in every group photo. Live like
that long enough and a person truly believes he is a head shorter than others. The
book writes Touhe alone at night, bending over a water jar to study his own head; at
night I too pried my lips apart in the mirror to look at my teeth. We were both

asking the same question: why me.

But the greatest thing about The Straw House is that it never lets Touhe s hair
grow back, and never lets the mockery disappear. It lets the gymnastics show come
instead. At the whole—school drill, Touhe plays a bald puppet soldier, and he dances
harder than anyone, every movement hammered into the ground. The whole field went
suddenly silent, silent enough to hear the wind. That silence was not charity; it was
respect he earned inch by inch. Reading this in my seat, I straightened up all at
once: so the best answer to mockery is not to beg it to stop, but to make yourself

into something no one can laugh at.

In the first term of sixth grade, our school choir contest lacked an announcer,
and I raised my hand. During rehearsal, the moment I opened my mouth, someone below
still choked back a laugh. I did not stop. I hammered each line out clearly, harder
than in any rehearsal. On the night of the real performance, after I announced the
last program, the hall was quiet for two seconds, and then the applause rose. Those
two seconds of silence and the silence Touhe earned are the same thing. My legs were

shaking when I stepped down, but my back was straight.

At the end of the sharing session, I held The Straw House up to show everyone its
cover: this book tells me that some things cannot be changed from the day you are

born — a bald head cannot be changed, and neither can buck teeth. But how you live
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carrying it is your own decision. Touhe of 0il Grain Village lifted his head up high;
my teeth still protrude, yet I have never once stood at the edge of a group photo

since.
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