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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

eyebrows, who changed seats three times. I never laughed at him, but I never stood up
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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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