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A Beam of Light Through Thirty Years of Thatch

Reading Grass House again in middle age, I was led back to it by an autumn rain.
The tiled house in my hometown leaks, my father said on the phone: the rain runs down
the grooves of the tiles in a single line, and he set a basin under it and listened
all night. I put down the phone and pulled the old edition of Grass House from the
shelf. The grass houses of Youmadi leak too. When I read it in middle school, writing
for sorrow s sake, I thought it rustic and dowdy. Only now do I see that that layer
of thatch is the warmest thing in the book.

In the book the classroom leaks in the rain. Sangsang and his classmates tilt
their heads to watch the water beads, and the teacher leads everyone to read louder,
saying they will press the rain down. I laughed out loud at this, then felt my nose
sting as the laugh faded. My hometown’ s tiled house was the same: at every heavy rain
my grandmother lined up every basin in the house, drip drip dong, and she called it

listening to the rain. So the dignity of poor days is the same everywhere—do not
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curse the rain; turn the rain into a piece of music.

Reading Sangsang when I was young, I remembered only his mischief: taking the
cupboard apart to build a dove nest, wading through water in cotton shoes. This time,
reading him run, I saw something else. He runs through autumn holding a bamboo pole,
his laughter scattered along the river bank—the way only a child not yet collected
by life can run. Then he fell gravely ill, and when he stood he ran again, thinner,
his steps steadier. Under my desk lamp late at night, reading the recovered Sangsang
running again, I suddenly remembered the year of my own bad illness, when I too
walked the corridor step by step with a hand on the wall. The book had written the
answer long ago: it does not matter that you cannot run; what matters is that once

you are well you are still willing to.

The sharpest part is Du Xiaokang s stall. As a boy I read it only as misery: the
grocer s young master standing at the school gate selling pencils. Read again in
middle age, I finally noticed the unremarkable words in the book—he keeps the stall
arranged neatly, pencils lined by length, erasers stacked by size. He does not hawk,
and he does not dodge the eyes of people he knows. When a person takes the days he
lost and stacks them straight again, that is the whole heroism available to an
ordinary man. The year my shop could not turn its capital around, I kept a stall for
a while myself. No wonder I could not read this passage back then; it took today s me

to understand it.

I close the book. The rain has stopped. That beam of light in the book passes
through the thatch of Youmadi, through the gaps in the tiles of my hometown, and
lands on the desk of a middle—aged man like me—not dazzling, but truly there. It
makes me believe one thing: poverty and hardship are never wasted. The dignity and

courage saved up in hard days will, in some future rain, hold the basin for you.
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