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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
stage. All I had to do was stand in the last row and hold my rifle up straight.
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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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