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The Grass House

That row of houses is made of grass. The roof is layered with golden thatch, the
walls are thatch, the doors are thatch, even the corridor gives off the smell of sun-—
dried straw. When the wind comes, the whole row bends down, then straightens up. Only
after middle school did I understand: why a house made of grass can stand up to the

wind better than one of brick and tile.

The grass house housed the happiest children. Sangsang chased his white doves
into the sky, turned a mosquito net into a fishing net, let his bell ring along the
whole river. Paper Moon’ s handwriting sat on her exercise book, light as if afraid to
wake someone. Bald Crane’s shining head, at last held high, walked in the parade.
Back then I thought happiness was the whole of this book.

Later the reed marsh taught me another thing. The reed marsh is deep; when the

wind passes, ten thousand reeds bend, like someone crying who refuses to make a
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sound. Du Xiaokang followed his father rowing a boat into it. The storm in the marsh
whipped his face, the ducks scattered, he chased, fell, chased again. The reed marsh
says nothing. It only takes the child inward, then lets him out. And when he is let

out, the child has a new set of bones.

The medicine hut taught me a third thing. Sangsang’s illness bent the merriest
child of Youmadi into a little shrimp doubled over by pain. Inside the medicine hut
the light is dim, the bitterness of herbs squats in the corner. His father carried
him on his back to see doctors, walking and carrying, across fields, across towns,
across every gaze that said beyond cure. In the bitter smell of the medicine hut

there is a little sweetness, and that is the warmth on his father’ s back.

Suffering and warmth, it turns out, live in the same row of grass houses.
Suffering is the frost on the thatch; warmth is the grass beneath the frost. The
frost bends the grass down, and the grass, under the frost, stays green the whole
time. Du Yonghe' s boat sank, and Du Xiaokang set up a little stall at the gate of
Youmadi Primary School, handing out textbooks from his hands, cleaner than any book

before.

Now I sit in my classroom, and outside the window there is no reed marsh, no
river. But open the book, and they are there. The grass house glows, the reed marsh
bends, the bitter smell of the medicine hut spreads out through the paper. I no

longer ask which is real, happiness or suffering. I keep them both.

A house made of grass housed the hardest days and the softest hearts. Closing the
book, I say to myself: be a grass house, not a brick house. Bend down when the wind

comes; when the wind leaves, straighten up, and still be green.
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