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One Night of Snow

Our science teacher asked us to observe a natural phenomenon and keep a
continuous observation diary. I had planned to observe bean sprouts, but this weekend

the snow chose the topic for me.

Just before bed, the first flakes began. I was brushing my teeth at the
windowsill when I saw a few white specks drifting in the light of the building
opposite. At first there were only two or three, slanting over, sticking to the

window glass, melting into little water marks. I counted: eleven flakes fell in one

www. vv99. net



minute. I told Mom, it’s going to snow. Mom said, just those few, it won’t make it. I
said nothing and kept brushing. Whether it makes it, I thought, we 11 have to wait

and see.

A little after two in the morning I suddenly woke up. Not from sound — from
light. The curtain was not pulled tight, and the light through the gap was brighter
than usual, a white brightness lying on the quilt. I got out of bed barefoot and
opened a crack in the curtain. Outside, the snow was falling thick, lit gold by the
street lamp, flake after flake coming down slowly and steadily, not one of them
flying sideways. The ground was already white, white and smooth, as if someone while
I slept had relaid the whole street. The lower half of the window glass had grown ice
flowers, frond like ferns, branching like antlers. I breathed on them, and a round
little window melted in the ice; through it the snow was still falling, without a
sound. I watched so long my feet went cold, then I went back to bed. Before lying
down I noted in my mind: two a.m., snow falling thick, silent, about an inch

accumulated.

In the morning birds woke me. I pulled the curtain — the snow had stopped. The
sky was a clean pale blue, the clouds retreated very, very far away. The snow below
was dazzling white, smooth, whole, without a single footprint, without a single tire
track. The roof of the building opposite lay under a thick quilt, its hem neat. The
bicycle by the building entrance had a basket brimful of snow, mounded slightly above
the rim. I lay on the window and counted the steps of the opposite stairway: white,

every one, until the seventh where I finally saw the iron’ s color.

After eight, at last the first person came downstairs. It was an auntie in a red
padded coat. She walked to the edge of the snow, paused, reluctant to step, it
seemed. Then she lifted her foot and pressed down — crunch. I heard it on the fifth
floor. Behind her came a little boy stepping exactly into her fresh footprints, one
by one, very earnest. After that electric bikes, cars, the milk truck laid their

tracks one by one. By noon that smooth white could no longer be found.

In my diary I wrote: the first snow came before bed, falling tentatively; at
midnight it fell thick and silent; it stopped in the morning, leaving one whole night
intact, which the human world then trod away bit by bit. The snow fell one night, and
I was awake in three time slots and saw it all. Our teacher says observation must be
continuous. My entry, from two o clock before bed to eight in the morning, did not

miss a minute.
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Three Snow Days: the 11th, 12th, 13th

The 11th, Thursday, first snow turning heavy.

Before bed I was reciting English words at the window, and halfway through I saw

snow drifting outside. At first only scattered flakes, spinning in the light
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downstairs; I stared for five minutes and counted nineteen. A few landed on the
windowsill without melting, and I leaned close: tiny six—cornered things, thin as
paper. I rushed to call Dad, who came with his mug and said, stop shouting, the whole

family heard — yet he still pressed his face to the glass and stared for ages.

At half past eleven at night I got up for the bathroom, glanced out the living
room window on my way past, and with that one glance I was stuck standing at the
window. The snow had grown heavy. The lamp’s cone of light was full of snow, so thick
I could not see what was behind the lamp. The whole compound was utterly quiet; snow
settled on the air-conditioner units, on the car roofs, on the exercise equipment
downstairs, covering layer after layer without a sound. I stood in the living room
until twelve twenty, and Mom came to drag me away: don’ t you have school tomorrow?
Getting into bed I thought, tomorrow morning I must be the first to look out the

window.

At six thirty in the morning I woke before the alarm. The snow had stopped.
Outside was so white I could not look straight; I squinted: the open ground of the
compound had become one whole white cake, smooth with not a wrinkle. The lamp post
stood stiff in the white, with a darker ring at its base thrown by its own shadow in
the snow. The sky was faintly light, the distant buildings blurred soft by the snow—
haze. I lay on the window counting the cars downstairs; the snow on their roofs had

padded every car an inch thicker.
The 12th, Friday, clearing after snow.

It is not falling today, but the snow is still moving. When the sun came out the
eaves began to drip, tap, tap, tap, and a row of icicles hung along the eaves edge,
uneven in length, the thickest one as big as Dad’ s flashlight. Drops gathered into a
bulging bead at the icicle’s tip, fell, and plopped into the snow pit below. The row
of cars downstairs had their roof snow sag to half its depth under the sun. Along the
flower bed the snow began to give back what was under it: first the black of the iron
railing, then the yellow of dead leaves. The world was handing back, one by one,

everything it had hidden for a night.
The 13th, Saturday, snow all melted.

In the evening I went downstairs to dump the trash and deliberately avoided the
concrete path, taking the strip by the flower bed where snow still remained. My shoes
went crunch, the same sound as yesterday, but the snow was loose and dirty now, mixed
with fine black grit. At the building entrance the last patch of snow lay in the
shady corner, palm—sized. I squatted to look at it; it was melting too, a ring of
clear water at its edge. I dumped the trash, walked back around, and the patch was

still there, a ring smaller than before.
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Three days: from the first flake on the windowsill that did not melt, to the last
palm of water in the corner. In my observation notebook I drew a chart - the 11th,
12th, 13th, three boxes, with a snowflake, an icicle, and a puddle drawn in them. Our
science teacher says the next observation assignment is the first flower of spring. 1
tucked the chart into my notebook. Snow or flowers, I thought, I will keep recording
them all.
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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 lit 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
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.
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Your cousin, Xiao Man

December 19, at Grandma’ s house
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