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Bitter Medicine Must Be Drunk Mouthful by Mouthful

The passage in The Straw House I read most slowly is Sangsang drinking his
medicine. The medicine is bitter and fishy; he lifts it and swallows mouthful by
mouthful, his throat bobbing as he swallows, and when he finishes he smiles at his
father and says this medicine is sweet. I paused here, because I remembered the cold—
drink mix my mother makes for me, sweet enough to cloy, and still I complain it is
bitter. Every time I hold it in my mouth for ages, waiting for it to dissolve on its
own on my tongue. My mother says swallow it, I shrink my neck, and the medicine

splashes all over the table.

Sangsang’ s illness is ten thousand times worse than mine. When the lump on his
neck hurts, he bends over, holds the wall, walks step by step. He is afraid his
father will wear himself out carrying him, so he walks himself. He wakes at night in
pain without a sound, afraid his mother will hear and cry. In such pain, still he

drinks bowl after bowl of medicine, never poured one away. And I hold even a mouthful
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of sweet medicine for ages. My face is hot.

What I dare not even think about is injections. At the school physical last term,
the alcohol swab had barely touched me and I was crying, the needle not yet in. The
nurse told me to clench my fist; I gripped my deskmate’s sleeve instead. Afterward my
deskmate said nothing and pressed the cotton ball for me for five minutes. I felt

ashamed then, and also helpless — what can you do when you are afraid of pain.

But Sangsang in the book is afraid of pain too. He rolls on the ground, he has
cried in secret. Where he differs from me is not that he does not know pain; it is
that he does not shout the pain bigger. He drinks the bitter medicine mouthful by
mouthful, he lives the pain day by day. Shouting will not make the needle thinner;
not shouting will not make it thicker either. But the me that does not shout stands a
little straighter.

So I made a very small decision: starting next time, I drink my medicine in one
go and do not complain it is bitter; at this month’s physiotherapy, when the needle
goes in, I count my breaths, one, two, and do not move. Nobody knows this decision, I

need not tell anyone. It is a pact between Sangsang and me.

Last month at the physiotherapy, I truly did not twist once from start to finish.
Afterward I sat in the chair soaked in sweat, but inside I felt very bright, as if
someone had switched on every light in the classroom. Going home I put The Straw
House back on the shelf and said to it: you wait for me, I have grown a little. It

did not answer. Books never answer. But [ know it heard.
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