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The Light Inside the Grass Houses

The houses of Youmadi have thatched roofs. When the sun slants, the whole row of
grass houses turns golden, as if someone had slowly sealed a furnace of fire into the
rooftops. Reading Grass House, the first thing I remember is not any person but this
color. The days are hard, yet light is everywhere in the book, leaking through the

gaps in the straw, falling on every child.

The light first falls on Sangsang as he runs. In those autumns of the book he
runs across the village holding a bamboo pole, the wind flipping his hem, doves
wheeling above his head, his laughter scattered all along the river bank. Then he
fell i1l and could not run, sitting in a wheelchair pushed by others, yet his eyes
stayed bright, bright as if that bamboo pole and that flock of doves were still
hidden inside them. After he recovered he ran again, thinner, but with steadier steps
than before. Reading the part where he runs again, I suddenly understood: the light

is not something that never went out. It went out, and he lit it again himself.
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The light also falls on Du Xiaokang s stall. His family ruin came, the red door
panels went to pay the debt, he herded ducks in the reed marsh, and when he returned
he set up a small stall at the gate of Youmadi Primary School, selling pencils,
erasers, and candies. The book says he stood behind the stall in a washed—out pale
shirt, but his back was straight. The children gathered around, and he took things
out one by one for them to see, neither hiding nor complaining. The proudest boy in
the village turned the most humiliating days into an orderly living. The stall stood
at the crossroads where school let out, the setting sun shining on a few pencils and
a few erasers, shining so quietly. I think it is the most dignified table in any book

I have ever read.

And the grass houses themselves are the gathered light of Youmadi. Walls papered
with hemp—bark paper, roofs of straw. When the flood came they collapsed, and the
children piled the bricks back one by one. When reading voices rise in the classroom,

the reeds bend this way to listen. The houses are poor:; the sound of reading is rich.

I close the book. Outside the window is the city at night, neon reddening the
sky. But when I shut my eyes, it is still that gold on the thatched roofs. A good
book, I think, is useful exactly here: it takes a small bundle of light from someone
else’ s childhood and puts it in you—not bright enough to dazzle, just kept, so that
on some night when you walk in the dark, it lights up once inside your heart. The

light of Youmadi, I have received it.

www. vv99. net



