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Grandma Qin in the Wormwood Field

At the edge of Youma Di village there was a field of wormwood, dark green all
year round. When I first read about it in Grass House, I remembered its owner,
Grandma Qin. The field was not born a wormwood field. Years ago it was wasteland. She
and her husband broke it open hoe by hoe and planted wormwood, which could drive away
insects and bring in a few coins. Her husband died early, leaving her alone with the

hoe and the field, guarding it from youth until her hair turned white.

Later the school took the field, and one grass house after another rose on it.
She refused to leave. She sat at the edge of the field hugging her hoe, listening to
no one. The children feared her and were annoyed by her, shouting old monster at her
from far away. She cursed the school, cursed the grass houses planted on her
wormwood, and cursed for more than ten years. Reading this part, I did not like her
much. An old woman standing in the way of children going to school, however you look
at it, is not lovable. Cao Wenxuan did not argue on her behalf. He simply laid her

stubbornness out as it was, like the field itself, hard, cold, impossible to turn
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over.

The change came little by little. When chickens and ducks got into the school
vegetable garden and ruined the greens, she went after them with a bamboo pole,
driving them off while shouting, this is the school land, you must not ruin it. She
was protecting the school vegetables, not her own wormwood. At some point the
children started calling her Grandma Qin. After school some followed behind her. She
kept jujubes and peanuts in her pocket, took them out and pressed them into small

hands, while scolding them not to follow.

Then Qiaogiao fell into the river. She lived farthest from the water, yet jumped
in fastest. Qiaogiao was pushed onto the bank and spat out a mouthful of water, but
she never came up. [ closed the book and sat for a long time. In the first half of
her life she fought to keep that field; in the second half she left her life in the
school river. The kindness in her heart had always been there, pressed down by
decades of grievance, waiting for the chickens in the garden and the child in the

river to bring it out layer by layer.

The school held a memorial for her. Sangsang and Zhiyue knelt before the bier and
kept vigil all night. Her grave lies beside the wormwood field. The next year the
wormwood grew taller than ever, and when the wind passed, the whole field leaned in
one direction. Children slow their steps when they pass. The wind blows from the

roofs of the grass houses to the field; the wormwood bends, then straightens again.
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