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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

book and shout at him. But the day he raised his hand to join the parade, I suddenly
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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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