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I Wrote My Grandma’ s Hands into My Essay

My essays used to read like a roll call: my grandma is kind, my grandma is
hardworking, my grandma is thrifty — one sentence per paragraph, and I could finish
one in ten minutes. Not until I read Cao Wenxuan’s Grass House did I understand why

my essays could never stand up.

When the book writes about Grandma Qin, it almost never says what kind of person
she is. It only writes that she guards one mu of field, plants melons there, scolds
the school children who come to steal them — and then picks the biggest one and
hands it over anyway. It writes that she jumps into the water to rescue a drowning
child, comes back dripping wet, and sits on the doorstep. I froze at that line: so
this is how a person is drawn — not with adjectives, but with the things she has

done.

When the book writes about Du Xiaokang setting up his stall after his family fell
on hard times, it mentions only two things: white gloves, small porcelain bowls. Why

white gloves? Because however poor he was, he would keep his stall decent. The book
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never uses the word strength, yet I saw strength. Cao Wenxuan builds characters the
way a playwright hands each one a prop: once the prop appears, the person comes

alive.

For last month’s unit essay, My Grandma, I tried this method. I deleted every
word like kind and hardworking. I wrote about my grandma peeling garlic in winter,
the cracks on her fingers opening one by one; she would rub a crack against her
apron, then keep peeling. I wrote about how she smoothed out the bills from selling
vegetables one by one and pressed them at the bottom of a drawer. As I wrote, I
thought of Grandma Qin, and my pen would not stop. Where I usually ran out of things

to say after three lines, the words kept coming.

When the essays came back, my teacher had drawn a red wavy line under the
paragraph about the cracks, with four characters in the margin: real things there. 1
stared at those four characters for a long time. Before, my essays got top marks
because my adjectives were neatly stacked; this time the top mark came because I put
in what I had actually seen. The difference between those two is what Grass House

taught me.

Now a small slip of paper rests inside my pencil case, carrying the two lines 1
learned from the book: to write a person, skip the adjectives and first ask what is
in their hands; to write an event, skip the slogans and first ask what they did. The
corners of the paper are worn round, and I glance at it once before every essay.
Between reading and writing there was only a sheet of paper thin as a window screen
— Cao Wenxuan pierced it for me, and the road left over, I will walk stroke by

stroke myself.
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