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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
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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.

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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