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Under the Lamp, I Read the Grass House to My Child

After dinner my daughter crawled into bed hugging Grass House and insisted that I
read to her. She turned to the page about Youmadi, pointed at the thatched house in
the picture and asked: does this house leak when it rains. I said yes. She asked
again: then why is it still called home. I had no answer, so I bent my head and kept
reading. The grass houses in the book do leak. Raindrops beat on the hemp—paper
walls, swelling little bubbles, and the children look up at them, nobody angry. When
the classroom leaks, the teacher leads them to read aloud, saying the sound of
reading can press the sound of rain down. Hearing this, my daughter pulled the quilt

up a little, as if afraid the rain would soak the people inside the book.

When I read the part where Sangsang runs across the village holding a bamboo
pole, my daughter suddenly gripped the corner of the quilt. Her tension looked like
watching a game about to be lost. Later Sangsang fell ill and could not run, and she

whispered: can he still run. I said, listen on. After he recovered, Sangsang ran
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again, the wind flipping his hem once more, and my daughter gave a little jump under
the quilt, as if that run were performed for her alone. A child s eyes are the most

honest of scales; every bit of goodness in a book, she can hold.

The hardest part to read was Du Xiaokang. On the night the creditor carried off
his family' s red door panels, my daughter pressed the book shut against her chest and
would not open it for a long while. When she calmed down she asked: what did he eat
afterward. I read on: he set up a stall at the school gate, selling pencils and
candies, his back straight. She thought for a long time, then asked: can he earn much
money. I said I did not know, but he never once reached out his hand to anyone. She
nodded, and early the next morning she counted out half of her saved coins into the
piggy bank, saying this is capital for Du Xiaokang s goods. I knew she was not giving

to a person in a book; she was folding that dignity into her own heart.

I thought I was reading the book to my child. Reading on, I understood: it was
she pointing out to me, one by one, the lights inside the book. The grass house
leaks, and she says the house is drinking water; Sangsang runs, and she clenches her
fists; Du Xiaokang sets up his stall, and she saves coins. Grown—ups read for fate,
children read for the human heart, and the layer of the human heart was always the

one to tell her first.

The lamp went out; her breathing evened out slowly. The book lay open at her
pillow, the grass houses standing in the afterglow. I tucked the quilt around her and

thought: what we read into ourselves tonight will serve us both for a long time.
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