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The Applause Bald Crane Received

Backstage before the Children’s Day show, my palms were sweating. Our class was
doing a play, and I played a soldier with no lines, standing in the last row. Before
going on, I thought of Grass House, the book I had finished last week, and of Bald

Crane.

Bald Crane was one of Sangsang’ s classmates, with a head so bald it seemed to
shine. Everyone called him Bald Crane, and he hated the nickname. He once wore a cap,
but was made to take it off. At the mass calisthenics contest he deliberately messed
up and dragged the whole class down, and everyone was angry with him. But at the
school arts show, he played a soldier in the big play, and that bald head everyone
had teased for years turned out to be the most fitting thing on stage. When the

curtain fell, the whole hall was shouting his name.

I looked at myself in the mirror: so I am just a soldier with no lines, what is

there to fear? Bald Crane had been laughed at for years and still stood steady on the
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stage. All I had to do was stand in the last row and hold my rifle up straight.

Our show went well that day. At the curtain call, someone downstairs shouted my
name. It was my mother. On the way home I thought of Grass House again. In that book,
no child walks without carrying something: a strange boil grew on Sangsang’ s neck,
aching until he broke into sweat, and his father took him from clinic to clinic on a
bicycle, the wheels sinking into the mud of the reed marshes again and again; quiet
Zhiyue had to leave with her grandmother, and Sangsang stood by the river and watched
the boat that carried her grow smaller. Everyone carries something heavy, yet they

still act their parts and live their days.

In the book, the old doctor in town burned the boil with a red-hot needle.
Sangsang clenched his teeth and did not cry, and his father turned his face away. 1
wondered: would I dare to clench my teeth? Bald Crane dared. The way he stood on

stage and the way Sangsang took the hot needle were the same kind of daring.

Tomorrow is my last Children’s Day in sixth grade. I do not want to wish for
anything big. I only want that day on stage, to stand in the last row the way Bald
Crane stood, and to hold that rifle up with all my heart.
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The Bicycle in the Reed Marsh

I read Grass House twice. The first time I liked the part where Bald Crane played
the soldier and the whole hall shouted his name. The second time I could not stop

thinking about Sangsang’ s illness.

A lump grew on Sangsang s neck and hurt. The town doctor shook his head, so his
father pushed a bicycle and took him through the reed marsh to see another doctor.
The path in the marsh was narrow, the wheels sank into the mud, and the two of them
got off and pushed, mudwater spattering their trouser legs. When they arrived, the
doctor burned the lump with a red-hot needle. Sangsang clenched his teeth and did not
make a sound. His father turned his face aside. Later the lump slowly went down, and
Sangsang walked barefoot past the temple gate, saying he wanted to see the bell oil.

Nobody knew whether he was truly not afraid of pain.

There is another part of the book I keep returning to: Bald Crane as the soldier
in the arts show. Before that, the whole school disliked him. He had sabotaged the
calisthenics contest on purpose, and nobody played with him. But after that play,
people only remembered how well the soldier on stage acted. After Sangsang got well,
he also stood at the gate of Youma Ground primary school and watched the boat
carrying Zhiyue go away. Zhiyue transferred schools. On the day she left, Sangsang
did not run after her and did not call out. He just stood there. The boat grew small,
became a little black dot, and he went back.

These three scenes strung together in my mind into one road. Bald Crane went from
being laughed at to being cheered by name:; Sangsang went from fearing pain to taking
the hot needle without crying; Zhiyue went from walking to school together to
becoming a black dot on the water. None of them waited for someone to arrange things.

Each walked through their own pass by themselves.

This Children’s Day, my father asked me as usual what I wanted. Toys, sneakers, a
game console, the answers in past years all circled among those. This year I said: I
want to walk the reed marsh road with you once more. There is no reed marsh near my
home, only the long embankment by the river. Last year I scraped my knee open, and my

father carried me home on his back. His back is not as wide as Sangsang’ s father’s
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back in the book, but it never stopped for a single step either.

Children’ s Day comes once a year, and when this sixth—grade one is over, primary
school is over. In Grass House, Sangsang and the others all parted ways in the end. 1
wonder whether, when we part, we can be as quiet as the day Zhiyue left, as unweeping
as Sangsang under the hot needle, and as Bald Crane on stage, so that people remember

the soldier I played.

At night I pulled the book off the shelf and put it back in a different spot,
cover facing out, so I can see it every time I take out my homework books. Grass

houses grow old and fall down, but the children inside the book do not.

MRPE—AIRRZ)E

(G5 71) HEEAMA—BL RZAHE. RARNIGERT IR L%, JaRMIRESNEE T, &
SUSAETTIL, FARFMBOEE, RN ADNERE. PREAERFZU T4, it athik
Vi

WX BIN o L, BEANEE DN —&JUR. BNt aaG WAL T, —4
L THM, AT X GERIBRAE A, PO b, AHUIRE XKL T, & f5es
TR AR AR AT Sl e AR, R I RMER X R ANRAERYL, RIERINEL, Mesdr 1.

FSELS AP, B R I o S BOX BURAE A e SC i s I, s T,
Y USRI A T RFRRAKAT, RERHEREL, et L. =G
i, GRMRH N ESE RN TR SRRV A, MR, R L

JLIEFARAR, BAIHEEL AT H o UMb RATRE AN RIS AR e Rk, Fulildok, &
FEXFIAR TN AL, ORI EN S B R RS fe, ok, 2K T, &kib
K, RogLBA RK. BFOREMIIE AT LOX AN, MHE PR .

MU DA RYpE T . NEST, SN H, RIS RAAH —F, 4548
FIIMEE . RARIE LUR IS S A SICGTREI PN R &2 PR AT S Bl 5 I, 3,
DARTERE R, BRI fide (555 7)) b AR Al . BARAE SRl v ER it —FJ, LU
IFEBLAR, AN

PHZZRJFOCEMBAEST T, R AR FEACR 7. A, BAX AL, B
i EIRX=REAPEIE: SR, iR NS, AT M BT A v IR P

www. vv99. net



After the Boat Became a Black Dot

The part of Grass House I dread most is Zhiyue s leaving. Zhiyue walked a long
way to school every day, and later she left with her grandmother. Sangsang stood by
the river and watched the boat go farther and farther until it became a little black

dot. The book does not say what Sangsang said. He said nothing.

I read this part in May, a few days before our last Children’s Day. Two kids in
our class have already transferred away, one to another city, one to another school
district. On the day they left, it happened in the classroom: a backpack zipper
pulled shut, and the person followed a parent out, without even time for one whole
sentence. I think Sangsang must have been like that: not that he did not want to
speak, but that the words reached his lips and the boat had already cast off.

I always think of the other two scenes in the book together with this one. Bald
Crane played the soldier in the arts show, and when the curtain fell, the whole hall
shouted his name in unison for the first time; Sangsang took the hot needle, so
painful his fists clenched, and his father turned his face away. Put together, these
three scenes are like three things Youma Ground school handed to every child: one

pain, one applause, one goodbye never spoken.

On Children’ s Day we rehearsed a graduation program. Our teacher asked each of us
to say one sentence to a classmate. When it was my turn, I stood up, looked at the
seat across from me that I had shared for six years, and what came out was: thank you
for that eraser you lent me, I never gave it back. The whole class laughed, and I
laughed too, and after laughing my heart stung a little. So a farewell can be this

small, as small as an eraser.

After the rehearsal I walked one lap around the playground alone. We are in sixth
grade; in two months we will leave like Zhiyue, each on our own boat. I do not know
if T will still remember classmates like Bald Crane. There is a boy in our class who
always gets nicknames, and I used to laugh along. Now my face warms when I think of
it. Grass House made me remember him. Before graduation, I want to tell him: the way

we called you that was wrong.

At the end of the book, Sangsang stands barefoot at the temple gate, as if he has
set down something that used to hurt. When we leave, let us carry those three things
too: the pain we took, the applause we gave others, and the goodbyes said before the
boat casts off.
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