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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
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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 I 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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