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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
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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
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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The Notebook I Read to Pieces

I keep a notebook of good words and sentences, as our teacher requires: one page
every week. Before, I copied the all-purpose lines from essay anthologies — blazing
sun like fire, years flying like a shuttle — sentences even I did not believe. The

month I read Grass House, my notebook changed shape.

There is a passage in the book about the reed marshes: on a stormy night the
reeds fall in whole sheets, then rise again, and Du Xiaokang chases his ducks, his
face impossible to read — rain or water, who can tell. I read that passage on the
bus, and the moment I got home I copied the entire passage into my notebook, more
than half a page. That was far more than the assignment asked for; I did it because I
wanted to. I also copied the wordless song Teacher Wen Youju sings in the medicine
shed, and the line about Tuhe’s bald head shining in the sun. As I copied, I kept
asking: why are these sentences good? Not one word shouts beautiful, yet the picture

stands up by itself.

What truly showed me the value of accumulation was November’ s weekly journal,
titled The Big Storm. I sat at my desk, stuck, and suddenly remembered those half-
page reeds in my notebook: falling in sheets, then rising again. I changed a few
words and put them in: the tree downstairs fell, then rose again; a sanitation worker
dragged the branches away one by one in the rain. For the actions, I remembered how
Cao Wenxuan writes Du Xiaokang chasing ducks — first the fall, then getting back up.
I followed that pattern: the worker slipped, gripped the cart handle, and went on
dragging.

When the journals came back, my teacher wrote in the margin: this paragraph reads
as if seen with one’ s own eyes. I was pleased inside — not because I am clever, but
because those half-page reeds had lived in my belly. The all-purpose sentences I used

to copy vanished on contact, because they never entered my heart; the sentences from
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Grass House I copied once and then turned over in my mind countless times. They

became mine.

Now my notebook has new rules: copy only what I truly love — one paragraph or
half a page, and beside it write one line about why I love it. This term the notebook
is thinner, but I have never again sat gasping over a journal entry. Between reading
and writing there is no shortcut: only raise other people’ s good sentences inside

your own belly, and wait for them to jump out on their own.
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The Day I Learned to Write a Person’s Two Sides

When I used to write about a person, I dared show only one side. My father was
strict, my mother was gentle — each character kept a single mood from beginning to

end, like a photocopy. After reading Grass House, I tore down all my old essays.
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The character that surprised me most in the book is Sang Sang’ s father, Sang
Qiao. He is the principal of Youma Di primary school, stern—-faced at every meeting.
When his son did something wrong, he called the boy over in front of everyone and
beat him hard, without mercy. Yet it was the same man who, after his son fell ill,
carried him on his back from hospital to hospital, day after day. At night, when the
pain kept the boy awake, this big grown man squatted by the door without making a
sound. Cao Wenxuan never explains whether this makes him a good father. He simply

sets down both things: the strike, and the road on his back.

I closed the book and thought for a long time. Isn’t my father the same? The time
I failed my math exam, he slapped the paper onto the table and said I hadn’t tried,
loud enough for the neighbors to hear. But the next morning I found that my bicycle
chain had come off during the night, been fixed and oiled, and the seat raised one
notch — I had complained last week that my legs couldn’t stretch out. He never once

mentioned fixing the bike.

In my later essay, My Father, for the first time I wrote both sides: the hand
that slapped the paper, and the hand that oiled the chain. I wrote how he turned his
back after scolding me, and how I pretended to be asleep and heard him rummaging for
a wrench by the toolbox. When I finished and read it through, the character stood up

for the first time, no longer a paper cutout.

The teacher’s comment this time was a single sentence: He is both a principal and
a father. I copied it onto the first page of my notebook. This is the greatest lesson
Grass House taught me: a person has two sides, and a good essay dares to write both
— defending no one, hiding nothing for anyone. The strike was real, and the road on
his back was real too. Set both things down, and the rest of the feeling, the reader

will come and take it by themselves.
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