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The Day I Learned to Write a Person’s Two Sides

When I used to write about a person, 1 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.

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
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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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