
DA CHEN
Growing up poor in China during the seventies, I would do anything for a good meal, but I would do even more for a book. Books were a luxury that we often had to hand-copy. Ironic that I should love to read in the book desert China was then.
I wanted to read because I was a storyteller even as a little lad. A storyteller was essential in our village, which didn't have electricity. There were no movies, no malls (not that malls are any substitute for books), no television. When the sun set, only the moon was supposed to shine in our village. We had a fortune-teller who would sit under a pine tree every summer night, telling and retelling tales of love and hate, i.var and ghosts, that had been handed down for generations. We called hin Mothman because he seemed to attract all the moths. (He got all the mosquitoes as well, I might add.) The entire Village would be there after a day's hot labor in the scorching fields. Mothers would be dozing off, breast-feeding infants who sucked absentmindedly on their nipples. Fathers would be smoking long pipes, letting the old man's tales wash away their fatigue. I would sit right next to him, fanning him to keep his flow of story going. How I •„vished I were that old man.
Soon I became the Mothman of my generation. After school every day I would gather rny followers. We would all chmb up the same tree, hanging in the branches hke monkeys, and [image: ]would tell the stories I had heard from the real Mothman. My
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listeners would rub my shoulders, scratch my back, and even light my cigarette to keep my story going.
Finally the day came '.vhen I ran out of stories and my listeners stopped coming. It was time to hit the bookstore or library. But all libraries were sealed during the Cultural Revolution; Mao forbade us to read any literature except works written by him. And there v..'as no bookstore to speak of; such a little village did not deserve one in the eyes of the authorities.
One rainy day a buddy of mine came to my window shout* ing that a new bookstore had opened at the edge of our muddy village. We rushed off, splashing our way to the store, only to be told that we needed one fen, a Chinese penny, to rent one pie ture book to read in one sitting. An old convict who had returned from his twenty-yearjail term manned the store. He had stolen two big sacks of rare forbidden books from an army library on the eve of his departure—not reformed at all.
We were so poor that we could not even afford one fen. Dad, working day and night, was barely able to feed us with yams• Mom cut our hair to save money to buy soy sauce. One day I spotted someone selling his used toothpaste tube to the commune's recycling store. He sold it for a fen, the exact amount needed to rent a book for one good read. The very next morning, I brushed my teeth five times, each time squeezing a fat worm of toothpaste onto my brush. When my n10ther looked at me suspiciously, I mumbled that I intended to intensifr NY dental care from that day on. She half believed me—my gums were all swollen. Within three days, I'd used up the entire toothpaste that Mother had bought for fifteen fen. I sold the aluminum tube for a fen and raced to the store to rent my first book•
The ex-convict wasn't very friendly. He stared at me the whole time I was there, reminding me not to damage the pages, those precious pages, by turning them too hastily. The picture book I picked •was about a young Frenchman imprisoned in a
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dungeon though he had done no wrong. Within minutes, I was sucked into the book so completely that I forgot about the dreary drizzle of that Saturday afternoon. I forgot where I was and I became that French boy. I suffered with him in that darkness of hopelessness. Napoleon became my emperor. I flew away from myself and the httle village I was trapped in.
The book was ente Count (fMonte Cristo, and it became the Inspiration for my recent novel for young readers, Wandering Warrior.
Though the bookstore thrived on the pennies we village children scraped together by whatever means available—selling more used toothpaste tubes, digging rare herbs to sell to our commune's hospital, searching dusty corners of our fathers' drawers for misplaced change, collecting dried dog manure for fertilizer—it did not survive long. One day a few weeks after it opened, my buddy screamed hysterically through our window, "The bookstore is on fire!"
We rushed among the unhurried water buffalo, loosed from their plowing duties, toward the village corner where the store Stood. The thatched roof of the hut was a ball of fire spewing a plume of dark smoke into the azure sky. We got so close to the hut that we could feel the heat pinching our skin. The store owner, usually an abrupt and arrogant man, was reduced to a pitiful sight. He was sobbing bitterly, trying to run back into the fire to salvage his precious books, and screaming something about wanting to be burned alive with them. Kind villagers restrained him and tried to comfort him.
The fire soon consumed the entire hut. Ashes were falling from the sky like dark snowflakes. I reached out and caught Some in my palms. Those ashes contained the magical words that had touched our young hearts and hfted our souls. But gone Were the books—oh. those windows of the world that had given us a glimpse of life beyond the narrow confines of our
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village existence. Then, in one brief second, the ashes were blown away by a quickening sea breeze.
The arsonist was none other than the party secretary of our commune, who had feared that the books were corrupting our young minds. He and the other Conwnunist officials had wanted to burn the owner as well and had locked the doors from outside, but the ex-convict managed to escape through the window.
The party secretary took the books away from us, but not the seeds those fine books had sown. The deprivation didn't stop our thirst for books, it only heightened it. Whenever there was a book in circulation among the villagers, we would rip it apart and hand-copy each chapter, and within days a new book would exist. We roamed bigger villages and broke into sealed libraries so we could "borrow" books soaked in muck and overgrown with mold as a result of typhoon storms. Oh, even a moldy book smelled heavenly.
Years later, after I got my law degree from Columbia University and was working in a Wall Street investment bank, I decided to write about my childhood, the childhood of deprivation and dreams—more deprivation breeds more dreams. One of my silent dreams was to write books so no one could take them away from me. To write books so another village boy somewhere in the dark corners of the earth could subsist upon them, finding rays of hope and a glimpse of a future.
After nine months of writing in my spare time, my first memoir, Colors of the Mountain, came to be. With the blessing that could only come from above, the book was won by Random House chief Ann Godoff in an intense five-house auction, and was published to critical acclaim and commercial success• My second Inemoir, Sounds of the River, was published two years later, to be followed by Wandering Warrior, which was described by USA Today as a cross between Harry Potter and Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.
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Writers write for various reasons. I write because ny heart demands so. There is such freedom in the simple act of sitting there, holding up my hands, waiting to pound on the computer keyboard, waiting for words to pour from the tips of my fingers and compose the melody of life from the faded tapestry of my past. That craving for freedom came from a deep princedom in my childhood, where a book was gold and a dream was but to hold it in your lap on a dreary Saturday afternoon, in that forgotten village far away. near the end of this earth.
DA CHEN is the bestselling author of the memoirs Colors of the Mountain and Sounds of the River. His first adult novel, Brothers, has just been published by Crown/Shaye Areheart Books. For more information, visit www.dachen.org.
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