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It Snowed in Our Courtyard

In the morning I was woken by the light. The light through the gap of the curtain
was dazzlingly white, different from usual. I got up and rushed to the window, pulled
it open, and could not help crying out — snow. It had snowed the whole night, and the

courtyard had become a clean sheet of white paper.

Our courtyard is not pure white. The roof tiles are blue—gray, and the snow on
them mixes gray and white layer by layer, as if someone had brushed a base coat over
the roof. The jujube tree by the wall has lost all its leaves, and snow rests on its
branches:; the thin twigs bend down under the weight, and the tree looks as if it grew
a size fatter overnight. Mom’s red jacket on the clothesline is the brightest point
in the yard. Flakes land on the red cloth and sit there, one by one, as if afraid to

melt. I stared at the jacket for a long time. The color of red and white, you could
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never match them on an ordinary day.

Snow has sounds. A sheet of tin lies over the shed roof, and snow falling on it
rustles, dense and light, like someone feeding silkworms in the yard. A lump of snow
on the jujube tree can no longer hold, and plops down onto the snow with a dull, soft
sound. Dad went out to sweep, and the bamboo broom scraped the concrete, sha — sha. 1
stepped onto the freshly piled snow and my feet went crunch, crunch. I stood at the
doorway and listened for ages. So snow has so many sounds — how had I never heard

them before.

I reached out to catch snow. The flakes landed on my palm, a tiny point of cold,
and before I could see what they looked like they melted into a drop of water. I held
my hand out beyond the eaves, and after a while a thin layer of snow gathered on my
palm, cold enough to sting, and I quickly shut my fingers and drew my hand back
inside. The cuff of my glove got a ring of wet. Then I packed a snowball; as 1
squeezed, the snow creaked between my fingers, and the tighter I squeezed the colder
it got, until my fingertips ached, so I threw it. The snowball landed on the white
paper of the yard and dented a shallow pit. I ran into the kitchen to show Mom my
frozen red nose. She tucked my hands into the pocket of her apron and said, playing
in the snow again. The apron pocket was warm, and the cold slowly drained out of my

fingertips, which then began to tingle — and tingling, too, tasted of snow.

After breakfast Dad had swept a path through the yard, and the snow was piled
along the wall into a low white fence. I did something I had long wanted to do — I
pressed my hand into the smooth snow at the wall and left a handprint. Five fingers,
perfectly clear, the snow cool against my palm. In the afternoon I went to look
again. The edges of the print had been blurred a little by fresh snow, but it was
still there. This snow in our courtyard, I had seen it with my eyes, heard it with my
ears, and touched it with my hand. When I write about the yard in my notebook, I know

which things to write down.
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The Snow in Grandpa’s Village

During winter vacation Xiaoman went back to the countryside with her parents, and
the night they arrived a heavy snow began to fall. Before she got up the next
morning, Grandpa was already standing in the yard. Wearing his old padded coat, hands
behind his back, he walked slowly around the yard once, looked up at the sky and down

at the ground, and said, good snow, a soaking one.

The snow in the village was not like the snow in the city. In the city snow falls
on asphalt and is pressed into gray-black mud by wheels; here it falls on the wheat
fields, on the roofs, on the river, all of it clean white. The wheat fields lay in
whole blocks of white, flat and smooth, with only the ridges of a few rows of wheat
showing through, pale green streaks under the white. The poplars behind the village
were all white, branches jutting out, as if they had bloomed all night. On the roofs
the white and the white at the wall bases were separated by a dark gutter line,
colors layer upon layer, drawn by nobody yet neater than a painting. Xiaoman stood at

the doorway and felt the whole village looked freshly washed, freshly laid out.

The sounds were different too. City snow falls silently; here snow patters onto
the haystacks and taps onto the well platform. Grandpa led Xiaoman toward the fields,
the snow at ankle height, each step down a crunch, each step up another. The family s
yellow dog shot out first, all four legs paddling wildly in the snow, rolling twice,

and when it stood up its whiskers were hung with snow, and it wagged its tail at
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them. Someone far off was sweeping the yard, the broom scraping the earth, shala,
shala, the sound carrying far. The village was quiet, quiet enough to hear a lump of

snow slide off a tree and plop onto someone’ s head.

Grandpa stepped down at the field’ s edge and crouched, pushing aside a layer of
snow. The soil underneath was damp and moist, the wheat seedlings pressed flat to the
ground, green and sturdy. He grabbed a handful of snow and squeezed it in his hand,
the snow oozing out between his fingers, cold rising up his fingers. He brushed the
snow off his hand and said, snow is a quilt; the wheat sleeps warm, and next year
will surely be a good harvest. Xiaoman grabbed a handful too, and her palm went cold

through at once; she shook her hands fast, and Grandpa laughed at her.

On the way back the sun came out, and the snow began to drip, drop by drop from
the eaves, pitting the snow below with little holes. Chunks of snow fell from the
eaves and burst into white mist. Xiaoman’ s hands were still cold, her fingertips red,
but her heart was warm. That evening she phoned her classmate and said the village
snow lies on top of the wheat, and described the way Grandpa had squeezed the snow.
She said a great deal, and at the end said only one line: next year s wheat will

surely be good.
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Confessions of a Snowman

I was born this morning during the first break after first period, at the
southeast corner of the playground. You may not believe it, but my birth was not a
single moment — it was rolled out bit by bit. Two children in blue uniforms packed a
handful of snow into a ball, and the ball grew bigger as they rolled it, until at
last four of them had to push it along. They stacked me up, three layers, and the top
layer went crooked, so a girl reached out and straightened me. That is how I came

into this world.

My look was decided by negotiation. My eyes are two carrots borrowed from the
duty student’s vegetable basket; my nose was later changed to a pebble; my hat is an
old red tin bucket, banged onto my head, its rim pressing my forehead. One boy
unwound his own scarf and wound it around my neck — gray—blue, still holding the
warmth of his body. They named me Big White. I stand at the edge of the playground
and see a whole white world: the flagpole is white, the tops of the basketball rims
are white, the windowsills of the teaching building carry a row of white trim, and
only the children’s coats on the playground are red and yellow and blue, moving in

blobs through the white. These are all the colors I have ever seen.

My ears are good too. 1 heard the break bell explode, and then the whole
playground roared to life. I heard snow crunching under shoe soles, heard snowballs
thumping into padded coats, heard someone shout, aim left of Big White, don’t hit the
head. One child packed his snowball too tight and it banged into my shoulder,
knocking a piece off my left side, and they scrambled to patch me with fresh snow.
The new snow is a different white from the old, a rawer white. I heard a girl laugh
and say, Big White is wearing a patch today. I stood there unable to move, but inside

I was proud.

I also know what cold tastes like — because I myself am cold. But warm things
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come near me. When the children built me, the heat of their palms came through the
snow in small clouds; the boy who gave me the scarf patted my body as he left, his
palm flat on my chest, and that spot melted first. And at noon, when the sun came
out, water began running down my body, drop by drop back to the ground. I knew I was
shrinking. I am not afraid. The spot on my chest that he patted melts fastest, and 1

think that is because warm spots melt first, fear or no fear.

In the afternoon school let out and the playground emptied. The setting sun
stretched the shadows long:; my shadow was long too, lying slantwise across the snow,
and the snow under the shadow melts slowly and can stand a while longer. The last
batch of children ran past and shouted at me from far off, Big White, see you
tomorrow. I know there is no tomorrow for me. When the sun rises I will collapse, and
tomorrow s me on the playground will probably be just a small heap of unrecognizable
snow. But I am not sad at all. I lived one day: I saw a playground full of red and
yvellow and blue, heard a whole break—-time of noise, wore a scarf that held warmth,
took one solid snowball hit. My life is short, but everything inside one snowfall, I
remember it all. Tomorrow they will roll out a new snowman, and that new fellow has

never been hit, never worn a scarf, remembers nothing. I will remember for him.

www. vv99. net



