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Three Faces in the Dark After I Closed the Book

Saturday, cloudy. Tonight I read the last page of the novel Grass House.

After closing the book, I did not turn on the desk lamp. Three faces rose in the
dark. The first was Sangsang. He rode his father’s bicycle through the streets of
Youmadi, sold his doves for pocket money, and when illness came he bore the fire
needle pressed into his skin without a cry, then comforted his father instead. When I
read the part where his hair fell out in clumps because of the medicine, I covered
the page with my hand, too pained to look, yet I did not close the book. I wanted to
know how he turned out. He got well. He sat on the school steps again, a ring

thinner, his eyes as bright as ever.

The second face was Lu He, the boy everyone called Bald Crane. He wore a cotton
cap through the whole winter, and on the day of the school play he shaved his own
head bright and played the bald soldier, so that the whole audience stood and
applauded. Before that, the children had copied his bald head and chased him all the

way to the river bank. I thought of a classmate of mine, teased for his thick
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eyebrows, who changed seats three times. I never laughed at him, but I never stood up
for him either. I owe him an apology, just like the children of Youmadi owe Bald

Crane one.

The third was Xima. He could not understand the local words, stayed behind in a
strange place to care for his adoptive parents, and ferried bricks on a boat for the
new school. He spoke little, and everything he did was solid. When the flood took the
house down, he went away to sell the sheep, then came back and raised the ridge of
the new house higher than before. He buried his adoptive father on the slope behind
the house, and from that day on he was the only one holding the family up. I am in my
second year of middle school, and I still spend my mother’s money on snacks and
complain that the canteen food tastes bad; when I fall, I first check whether anyone

is watching before deciding whether to cry.

The children of Youmadi all grew up too early. Hard days pushed them forward, and
they had no time to dawdle. My childhood is flat, with no flood and no great illness,
yet I never learned their way of straightening my back and shouldering things. 1
wrote these lines in my diary. After closing the book I understood one thing. Growing
up is not waiting for the weather to clear; it is learning to walk in the rain

yourself.
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I Seated the Children of Youmadi on a Sheet of Paper

November 8, Sunday, light rain. Today I stayed home and read Grass House from
beginning to end. After dinner I took out a sheet of paper and wrote down the names
of the children in the book one by one, the way our teacher arranges the class

roster, and behind each name I wrote one line of impression.

The first name was Sangsang. Behind it I wrote: the boldest, and the kindest. He
dared to wade through summer water in cotton shoes, dared to turn his father’ s trophy
cup into a dove cage, and rushed in to take a beating when Paper Moon was bullied.
After he fell ill, I tossed awake all night with worry, yet he was the one who kept
steady first, even comforting the classmates who came to visit him. I drew a line

under this name. Among the children of Youmadi, he is the one who leads.

The second name was Lu He, the boy called Bald Crane. I first wanted to write
show—off, then paused and changed it to: wants to be treated as an ordinary boy. He
wore the cap because he feared people staring at his bald head; he shaved it bright
himself for the school play because he wanted people to see the real him, and that
night the whole audience rose to their feet. Zhang Yiming in our class is like that
too. Short in stature, he insisted on performing magic at the New Year party; some

laughed, and he performed all the louder. I never understood him before. Now I do.

The third name was Xima. I wrote: fewest words, strongest shoulders. He herded
sheep, planted yams, carried water and meals to his adoptive mother paralyzed in bed,
and after his adoptive father was gone he built the new house alone, its ridge higher
than the old one. When he first came to Youmadi nobody took him seriously; in the end

he was the one Youmadi could lean on most.

After writing these three names, I took out our class roster and looked it over.
Forty—seven students in our class. No flood, no famine, yet each one carries a
private hardship: some have parents quarreling for years, some transferred in and
still made no friends, some, like me, get sweaty palms at every exam. Before, I only
thought they were strange. Now I know that inside everyone it is raining its own

rain.
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I slipped the sheet into the book as a bookmark. Closing the book I thought: the
difference between the children of Youmadi and us is not whether life is hard. It is
that when they fall they get up on the spot, and when we fall we first look around to
see if anyone will help. That, I think, is what I should take away from this book.
Tomorrow, I want to say to Zhang Yiming: that magic trick of yours is actually pretty

interesting.
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Tonight I Want to Transfer to Youmadi

November 14, Saturday, clear. Tonight I finished reading Grass House. Lying in
bed unable to sleep, I had a foolish little dream: I wanted to transfer into Youmadi

Primary School.
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I imagined enrolling in Sangsang’ s class. At the first break he would come over
to inspect my pencil case, then walk off with his hands clasped behind his back, and
within two days he would surely think up some new stunt—the kind of thing like
turning a cupboard into a dove cage. But on the day older boys bullied Paper Moon,
the one who charged in and got beaten was him too. I imagined running after him
shouting: Sangsang, your head is bleeding. He would wipe it with his hand and say it

is nothing—pain is something for later; finish the fight first.

I imagined sitting behind Bald Crane. In summer his cotton cap would give way to
a straw hat, the back of his head white and dazzling under the sun. When the boy in
front turned around to mimic him, I imagined putting my book down on the desk and
saying: what are you looking at, he has a name, it is Lu He. The classroom would go
quiet, and he would lift his eyes from under the hat to look at me once, saying

nothing. That one look would be enough—I would have made a friend for life.

I imagined stopping to help Xima drive his sheep home after school. He hardly
spoke. When the sheep got into the crops, he carried them out, patted off the dirt,
and straightened the trampled seedlings. I imagined sitting with him by the river,
each of us with a stalk of grass, saying nothing for half an hour, neither of us
feeling awkward. His adoptive father’ s grave was on the slope behind the house; I
imagined going there with him, setting out the offering fruit, and him glancing at

me, still saying little, but handing me half a flatbread.

The dream ended there, and I opened my eyes. The ceiling was white, the lamp was
warm, cars passed outside the window. Youmadi has no cars and no lamps; one flood
could carry the school away. My childhood has air conditioning, after—-school classes,
stationery I throw away without a pang, yet when I fall I first check whether anyone

is watching, and they fall and simply get up. That is the difference between us.

I wrote in my diary: actually, there is no need to transfer. Sangsang’ s courage,
Lu He' s straight back, Xima' s silent endurance—mnow that the book is finished, they
have moved into my heart and taken up residence. Youmadi is not far away. Whenever I

meet hardship from now on, I am going back to Youmadi.
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