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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 I was another Touhe.

My front teeth protruded, my nickname was Big Board Teeth, and one shout of it
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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 1 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 [ 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
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.

www. vv99. net



