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A Letter to Xiaonan: This Snow at Grandma’ s House

Xiao Nan: I am writing this diary-letter to you by the stove at Grandma’ s house,
because last night it snowed here, and you always say my stories about snow are the

closest you get to seeing it yourself.

First, the evening. Grandma was cooking supper, and the fire in the stove 1it the
yard in a patch of orange. That is where I saw the first flakes — drifting into the

orange light, one, then another, slow, landing on the stone mill and on the wooden
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lid of the pickle jar. I squatted by the stove mouth warming my hands, counting.
Guess how many fell before I gave up? I stopped at thirty—something, because they
came faster than counting. Grandma said this is night snow, it will fall all night.
Grandpa looked at the sky from the door, said one word about a good snow, and bolted
the door.

Now the middle of the night. The dog barked twice and I woke up. The window here
has a wooden frame covered with plastic sheeting. I lifted a corner and looked out —
don’ t laugh, my whole body went numb with wonder. Outside you could see everything
without a lamp; the snowy ground glowed by itself. The stone mill was white, the
woodpile was white, every rail of the fence was white. The field far away lay flat
like unironed white cloth, bright enough to cast a shadow. The dog stopped barking.
Snow falling on the plastic was rustling, louder than the dog. I pulled the quilt to
my chin, unwilling to close my eyes, yet terribly sleepy; I fell asleep and kept

snowing inside the dream.

In the morning the chickens woke me. The snow had stopped. I ran to the door
without getting my shoes on properly, and the cold hit my whole face. The field was
white beyond the end of sight; the sky in the east had just turned red; the snow
surface was clean, not a single footprint, only ridges combed by the wind. Up close,
wheat seedlings lay under the snow — where a little had melted, they were green,
green almost to black, pressed flat against the earth by the frost. A row of icicles
hung under the eaves, dripping from their tips, tick, tick, more punctual than the
clock inside. Grandpa swept a path and said over his shoulder: melting is colder than
falling, wear something thick. I stamped my first string of footprints in the snow,

from the door to the woodpile and back along the same marks.

The day we left, Grandma boiled eggs for us. I made a pinky promise with Grandpa:
next spring when the snow melts, he will keep a patch of wheat seedlings for me to
see; I will bring back a bottle of clean snow water to water his vegetables. Grandpa
laughed and said snow water has no logic for being carried around. I said it does —
the snow that fell by my window and the snow I saw here are the same snow, and it
knows the way home. Xiao Nan, when you are on holiday, I will copy this page for you.

You don’ t have to write back; if you do, just write whether it snowed where you are.
Your cousin, Xiao Man

December 19, at Grandma’ s house
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