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Listening to Them Argue About Bald Crane from the Podium

Before the reading club began, I was in the office turning to the Bald Crane
chapter of The Straw House, folding down a corner. I had prepared an opening speech
about empathy and respect. When the bell rang, I walked into the classroom and, at
the last moment, swallowed that speech. I only wrote two words on the blackboard:
Bald Crane. I wanted to test how far this class of eleven—year—-olds could carry the

conversation on their own.

The sharing started from the front rows. One boy imitated the way Bald Crane held
his head high during the parade. The whole class laughed, yet he did not laugh with
them; he was blushing first as he sat down. A girl said she cried a little at the

part where Bald Crane signed up for the parade, because it reminded her of a
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classmate who transferred in during third grade, whom everyone mimicked for
stammering. When I heard that, my pen stopped for a moment. That sentence was not in

my lesson plan.

The argument began with a cough from the back row. A boy said there was nothing
to feel sorry about being bald, and our class has a bald head too. He meant Xiao Gang
in the back. Xiao Gang did not get angry; instead, A Yuan next to him stood up and
said sympathy is not a good thing either, and Bald Crane does not want sympathy.
Another boy chimed in, saying Bald Crane deserved the laughter for causing trouble. A
Yuan shot back: do you know how much strength it takes to keep standing while people
laugh at you? The classroom exploded, half the class on each side, voices out of
control, someone slapping the desk. I did not call time. I leaned against the podium
and listened, hearing them mix the words from the book with the words from their
hearts, chalk dust turning in the shaft of light.

At the loudest moment, Xiao Gang spoke up himself. He said: I am fine, could you
argue about me a little more quietly. The class went silent. I seized those few
seconds and said three sentences. I said: Bald Crane causing trouble was him wanting
people to see him; Bald Crane marching in the parade was him seeing himself. The fact
that you can quarrel over a bald head in a novel today means you have read the book
into your hearts. I said: at the next reading club, you keep quarreling, and I will

only keep time.

After it ended, A Yuan stopped me in the corridor and asked whether Bald Crane
still smiles later. I said the book does not write that; she should decide for
herself. She thought for a while and said she believed he stopped smiling, because he
no longer needed anyone else’s smile. I wrote that sentence into the blank page of my

lesson book, with a note beside it: age eleven, already understood.

That evening I tore up the opening speech I had prepared in the office. The word
empathy was not taught to them by me; it was taught to them by that quarrel. I left
the two words Bald Crane on the blackboard all night. The next morning I found

someone had added a stroke beside them: a small, glowing head, drawn in chalk.
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