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I Came to Understand Grandma Qin

During the first half of The Straw House, I disliked Grandma Qin just as much as
the children in the book did.

She lived in a tiny shabby hut in a corner of the Youmadi schoolyard. Her hair
was tangled, her back bent like a bow. Whenever chickens or ducks strayed onto the
school grass, she would storm out with hands on her hips, cursing, waving a bamboo
pole and sending the birds flapping in every direction. If children came near her
hut, she would pick up clods of earth to scare them off. Sangsang and the others
thought she was unreasonable: they gave her nicknames and detoured around her hut. I

too thought she was a foul-tempered old woman who made enemies of everyone.

But as I kept reading, my dislike began to loosen. The day Qiaoqiao fell into the
water, nobody knew what to do, and Grandma Qin was the first to plunge into the river

with a splash. She was not a strong swimmer; she thrashed badly in the water, yet she
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held Qiaoqiao firmly up and pushed the child toward the bank. The child was saved;
she herself swallowed a bellyful of water and lay on the bank coughing, unable to
straighten her back. In that moment she was no longer the fierce old woman. She was

only an old person who risked her life to save a child.

Then came the pumpkin. One ripe pumpkin from the school field rolled to the
water s edge, and Grandma Qin went to fish it back. She treasured the school’ s crops
so much—remember, she had once hated the owners of this land more than anyone. She
reached for the pumpkin, her foot slipped, and she fell into the water. This time,
she never came back up. To others a pumpkin was nothing; to her it was the school’ s
harvest, the thing she had guarded all her life.

Later the people of Youmadi moved her grave to the edge of the schoolyard, and
Sangsang and the others slowed their footsteps whenever they passed it. I closed the
book with my face burning. I had disliked her so easily, only because she was fierce,
strange, and plain—looking, and nobody thought to look beneath her scolding for what
it hid. She guarded the school’s chickens and ducks as if they were crops, saved
other people’s children as if they were her own, and treasured the school’ s pumpkin
as her dearest possession—she scolded her whole life, but in fact she loved her
whole life.

Grandma Qin taught me one thing: you cannot judge a person by a fierce face
alone. Some people hide their kindness very deep, and you only see it when the water
splashes up. Next time I meet someone hard to get along with, I will not rush to

dislike them. I will wait, and see what they do when the water splashes up.
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