T pRHD T — A
B GBI L BRI, PRSI AR G, LA

ke BRFE RGP e RANGE, b2 7 BT S R MG bS5 5, 3 R dh i AT 4
e LR, R E AR e S . i AR XS, BPIE R, H R
NI TR, R SO, R B W R B . B, Bt Bas
ATIEAE DN EERIP I 2 KR ? F AL AR AT THETE BLIR SN T I 2l 1 48 Jar BT ke, e th e
BETTR.

R, R ENAME R . RIRRAORR, R R ELS - f, B INE A, AT
ANBET R R ——2 %KY WAETE K BN, i Bt g ki K, A s Rt I A K
oo BAEE R WA, M. S RN, RIS R TR ERIEN S AR TR R, ECH
KFE— A WA Lo

B, NS R . R R i A RO R B F K, 1k TR,
Be bk BRI Z AR T UK S R o ATAE A T, XOMSENEE T, AT Ay R e Al (1 T 10T
HHEF RO ATXA R ORIt 5 7= 5 1 H 7, R I, Bt
T HARIE. FZBMAHCRABOE R, MR FSCOR ARG A RE . RILPIXH,
BT PRI T e D (IR e NI R, B 1 B AT aaoxt b i o

PREAZ LT AFUBN, a AT AR T & LR REARET —RWH? 1%
JE AL T TR M g, RERIRSAANT, A HESCE B0 Ay 9%, ZmEr T 7
BNARAE . MERZ KWW —HF, TP ok T mre 7, &R, k¥R, A1kl
A IO

BRI JF SR PR PP E 7 o RESCHA — AT ERBER: N Rk A 2,
JonlE R . MRS, ATREIEA NAERIRE XN 5 R

Youmadi Lost One Kind of Sound

After finishing The Straw House, I still remember the scenes of Youmadi, but the

first things that return to my ears are its sounds.

The first is Grandma Qin’ s scolding. Before dawn, the sound of chickens and ducks
flapping their wings comes from in front of her hut, then the crisp crack of her
bamboo pole on the fence, and then her full-throated scolding. She scolds the
chickens and ducks that steal food, the children who cut across her path, and the
Youmadi Primary School that took her land. Her voice is coarse and hard, like old
tree bark scraped across roof tiles. The children in the book are annoyed by her, and
so am I: how can there be an old woman who quarrels all day long? I even thought of
the neighbor auntie in our stairwell who knocks on every door to press people for the

property fee—I, too, found her voice too loud.
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The second sound is the thrashing in the river. The day Qiaogiao fell in, the
screams on the bank melted into chaos, and then came a splash—someone jumped in. It
was Grandma Qin. She thrashed in the muddy water, her throat gulping it down, yet her
hands pushed Qiaogiao high toward the surface. That sound was far from pleasant:
choking, urgent, frightening. But I read it with a stinging nose: beneath that

scolding voice hid a heart that refused to watch a child die.

The third sound is the silence after the pumpkin. Grandma Qin slipped into the
river while trying to rescue the school’ s pumpkin that had rolled to the water’ s
edge, and never came back. Suddenly Youmadi had no scolding left. The bamboo pole
stopped cracking, nobody chased the chickens and ducks anymore, and the door of the
shabby hut in the schoolyard corner stood open, silent enough to make people uneasy.
Only then did people realize: those years covered by her scolding had long been part
of their lives, and they had long been guarded without knowing it. Sangsang and the
others moved her grave to the edge of the schoolyard, and from then on the sound of
children reading aloud kept her company every day. Reading this, I suddenly felt
ashamed for the old Youmadi: while she was noisy, nobody appreciated her; once she

fell silent, everyone began treating her kindly.

The children in the book finally stopped judging people by appearances, but they
understood too late. I closed the book and asked myself: can I understand sooner? The
loud auntie in our stairwell knocks on every door because she worries some family
forgot to lock up; she presses for the property fee because she fears the stairwell
light will burn out with nobody to pay for repairs. Like Grandma Qin, she shaped her
guardianship into noise, waiting for a pumpkin, a fall into water, before letting

people see her heart.

Youmadi never heard that scolding again. But it stays in my ears. It reminds me:
next time someone’ s voice annoys me, do not cover my ears first. Beneath the noise,

someone may be watching over your chickens and ducks, guarding your crops.
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