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That Sentence at the Reading Club

On Friday afternoon, five characters were written on the blackboard: Class
Reading Club. Chalk dust still floated in the air. The teacher said nothing and
simply wrote three words: Bald Crane. The classroom buzzed for a moment, then fell
quiet. Xiao Hai raised his hand first and stood up. He said the parade scene
impressed him most, when Bald Crane held his head high, as if he were carrying
something precious on top of it. Xiao Hai copied that posture, chest out, chin up. A
few kids in the back row laughed out loud, but he stayed standing until the teacher
nodded him back to his seat.

My turn was the radio calisthenics competition. I said that when Bald Crane

deliberately messed up the movements, I was so angry I wished I could climb into the
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book and shout at him. But the day he raised his hand to join the parade, I suddenly
understood. I told the class: he was not trying to make people laugh; he was trying
to make people stop. After I said that, my deskmate s desk stayed silent for a while,

and I heard her quietly copying the sentence into her notebook.

Xiao Yang really did blurt it out: What is great about being bald? My cousin is
bald too, and he wears a hat to school every day. Several heads turned at once. A
Yuan stood up without even raising her hand: Bald Crane is not a hat. He is a person
growing up. Xiao Yang said his name sounded funny too. A Yuan said his real name is
Lu He, and the He in it means crane, the brave bird. The two went back and forth.
Some sided with Xiao Yang, saying the part where Bald Crane sabotaged the
calisthenics really was annoying. Others said he just wanted people to see him. The

classroom boiled over, and the chalk on the podium was forgotten, its tip worn dry.

The teacher waited until everyone finished, then said only three sentences. She
said: the day Bald Crane caused trouble, he was begging everyone to look at him; the
day he marched in the parade, he was looking at himself. The fact that we are willing
to argue today means we have started thinking for other people. She paused, then

added one more line: that is what reading a book gives you.

When the club broke up, I walked out of the teaching building and saw Xiao Yang
cornering Xiao Gang at the bend of the playground. Our classmate Xiao Gang is bald
too, and people used to call him Lightbulb. I could not hear what Xiao Yang said. 1
only saw Xiao Gang scratch his head, laugh, and then the two of them ran off together
toward the little shop.

The next day, someone erased the two words Bald Crane from the blackboard, and
under them appeared a line of tiny chalk writing: Every child in Youmadi is growing
up. I never found out who wrote it. I copied that line into the blank space on the
last page of my copy of The Straw House, and after copying it, I read the parade

chapter once more.
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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
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.
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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 1ight.

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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I Was the One Who Slapped the Table for Bald Crane

That day I slapped a table. Only after the slap did I realize the whole class was
looking at me. I had not planned to speak at all. It was Xiao Yang' s line about there
being nothing to sympathize about being bald that sent the blood straight to my head.
When I stood up, my stool slid back half a foot with a squeak the entire class heard.

Why I reacted so strongly, I had not figured out even myself before the meeting.
Reading The Straw House, at the parts where Bald Crane gets nicknames and where he
deliberately messes up during calisthenics, I had honestly just found it funny.
Before the meeting I even had a joke ready about the chapter where Bald Crane wears a
hat. But when Xiao Hai shared, he said that on the day Bald Crane walked with his
head up, what he carried on top of it was self-respect. I sat there with sweaty
palms. I remembered a boy in the next class whose ears were big; they called him

Weather—Vane Ear for a whole semester, and afterward he never raised his hand again.

So I stood up to speak for Bald Crane. Xiao Yang said he deserved the laughter
for causing trouble. I said he had already been laughed at for three years before he
ever caused trouble. Xiao Yang said signing up for the parade was just showing off. I
said people who show off hurt the most inside, and you do not understand. The moment
it left my mouth I regretted it. Too sharp. But words cannot be taken back. We argued
across two rows of desks, my voice getting louder and louder, until my hand slapped
the table. That single sound froze the class for half a second, then it exploded
again. Chalk dust drifted over from the podium and landed on my cuff; I had no

presence of mind to brush it off.

What truly left me speechless was Xiao Gang speaking up. He said: I am fine,
could you argue about me a little more quietly. Only then did I learn that the whole
class had heard, including the bald boy himself. I turned to look at him. He waved
his hand at me, a gesture I will never forget. It was not forgiveness; it was the way

an adult waves off a child. My face burned badly. I sat down and did not speak again.
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The teacher’s three closing sentences I copied onto the first page of my book.
After the meeting I asked her in the corridor whether Bald Crane still smiles later.
She told me to think for myself. I thought the whole way home. At the gate I detoured
to Xiao Yang and apologized, not for the argument but for the line you do not
understand. Xiao Yang scratched his head and said tomorrow he would go talk to Xiao

Gang, and that he would also bring up his cousin who wears a hat.

The reading club ended two weeks ago, but that day s argument has not ended. It
lives on in every time I open The Straw House, and in the afternoons when I pass the

next class and no longer laugh along at Weather—-Vane Ear.
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