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The Figure That Ran Into the Fire

On Tuesday night, Mom read me the story of the Snow Child. When she finished, I
closed the book, then opened it again and read the last two pages a third time. The
Snow Child ran into the fire to save Little Rabbit, carried her out, but melted into
a puddle of water himself, and later became a white cloud floating in the sky,

watching over Little Rabbit. When I read that part, my nose stung a little.

What I remember most is the moment he runs into the fire. The fire was so big
that Mother Rabbit was stamping her feet in panic, and the other animals stood
outside, too afraid to go in. The Snow Child was made of snow — he knew better than
anyone that he was afraid of fire. But he nodded once and charged in. I closed the

book and wondered: was he not scared? He surely was. A body made of snow vanishes the
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moment fire licks it, and he knew that better than anyone. But Little Rabbit was

still crying inside the hole, so he forgot about himself.

I could not help thinking of the day school started in September. At the
cafeteria gate, a second—grader carrying a bowl of soup fell over. Soup splashed all
over the ground, and the child sat there, too scared to move. Lots of classmates
gathered around to stare. Nobody went to fetch a teacher, nobody helped him up. I
stood in the crowd too, thinking someone should go call a teacher, but my feet would
not move. In the end a teacher on duty passed by and lifted the little kid up. That
night, just like today, I tossed and turned. Me standing in the crowd was exactly

like the animals in the book standing outside the fire, too afraid to go in.

The Snow Child taught me one thing: bravery does not mean having no fear in your
heart. Bravery means taking one step forward even while you are afraid. The step the
Snow Child took was enormous — one step from the snow straight into the fire. My
step can be smaller, for example walking out of the crowd and running to the office

to call a teacher. I can manage that next time.

The book also says that after the Snow Child melted into water, the sun turned
him into light, light vapor that flew up and became a white cloud. Little Rabbit
looked up, and that cloud looked exactly like the Snow Child. I think he never really
disappeared; he just changed his shape to keep watch over his friend. Friendship is
probably like that: the person is not here anymore, but you can see them whenever you

look up.

Now that book stands on my shelf, its corners a little curled from turning. I
told Mom that next winter when it snows, I will build a Snow Child too and stand him
downstairs at our place. Mom asked: he will melt, you know. I said I know he will
melt, but he saved Little Rabbit once, so now it is his turn to stand downstairs at

our building and watch us come home from school once.
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The Page Where the Snow Child Became a Cloud

0f the book about the Snow Child, I love the front part most and dread the ending
most. In the front, the Snow Child plays with Little Rabbit: he sweeps a path, dances
around the bonfire, and reading it feels warm. In the ending, the fire rises, the
Snow Child rushes in and carries out Little Rabbit, but shrinks with every step along
the way, and at last lies down and becomes a puddle of water. Mom read those pages

very slowly, and I gripped the edge of the book until my fingers turned white.

The book writes that when the sun came out, the puddle turned into something
very, very light and flew upward, up into the sky, becoming a beautiful white cloud.
Little Rabbit called up at the sky: Snow Child, Snow Child! That cloud drifted close
to Little Rabbit, as if he had come back. The first time I read this I cried; the
second time I did not cry — instead I just kept staring at that cloud. I think
Little Rabbit stopped crying too, because his friend never disappeared; he only moved

from the ground up into the sky.

It reminded me of my good friend A-Tai. In second grade we fetched water together
and jumped rope together; he always licked his yogurt lid clean before tossing it.
When second grade ended he did not come back; Mom said he moved to another city with
his family. For a week I kept glancing at the water basin where he used to stand, and

saw nothing. Later I stopped looking, but I did not forget him either. Reading the
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Snow Child, I suddenly understood a little: A-Tai is like the Snow Child in a new
place. He jumps rope in his city, I jump rope in mine, and we look up at the same

cloud. Thinking of it that way, the empty place in my heart is not so empty anymore.

One thing I kept turning over in my mind: the Snow Child knew perfectly well that
touching fire would destroy him — why did he go in anyway? I thought about it for a
long time and found one word: caring. He cared about the little rabbit in the hole,
cared so much he forgot himself. Mom says that is what bravery is, and also what a
heart for a friend means. I have kept that word. If I ever care about someone, I want
to be like the Snow Child: think of the other person first, then myself.

Last week we had the first snow of winter. By the flower bed in our compound I
built a small snowman, not a big one, afraid it would melt too fast. I pressed two
pebble eyes onto it and talked with it for a while before going home. The next day it
had sunk a bit shorter, and I was not sad at all. The Snow Child taught me: things
made of snow will melt, but the melted part flies up into the sky, becomes a cloud,

and comes back to keep watching you.

Now the copy of this book in our class reading corner has been flipped through by
so many hands that its cover has gone fuzzy. On my reading response card I wrote: 1
have read this book three times. The first time I cried for the Snow Child, the
second time for Little Rabbit, and the third time I did not cry — I looked up at the
sky instead. Outside the window there happened to be a white cloud, moving slowly, as

if someone were out for a walk.
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I Once Built a Friend Who Was Not Afraid of Fire

In Chinese class our teacher read the story of the Snow Child with us. She asked
who dared to retell it, and I raised my hand highest, because I had heard this story
back in kindergarten, and now I had read it again — every part of it was familiar.
The Snow Child was built by Mother Rabbit; he could walk and dance, and played with
Little Rabbit in the woods. The house caught fire, Little Rabbit could not get out,
and the Snow Child carried her out of the flames. As for himself, he melted onto the

ground, was warmed by the sun into vapor, flew up, and became a white cloud.

The teacher asked again: the Snow Child disappeared in the end — are you sad?
The classroom went quiet for a moment. Dong Xiaochuan in the back row said he was
sad, his voice a little muffled. I said I was sad the first time I read it, but not
anymore, because he became a cloud. The teacher nodded and said this is what a story

leaves behind for people: the sadness is real, and the not-being-sad is real too.

The week before winter break, we got a snowfall. Dad and I built a snowman
downstairs. Halfway through I stopped and told Dad I was building a Snow Child. Dad
asked what shape. 1 said just like in the book: arms of two branches, eyes of
pebbles, and an old scarf around his neck. Dad pulled off his gray scarf and gave it
to the snowman. Without the scarf the snowman looked a little fierce; with it on, he

instantly looked gentle, like someone who would nod at you.

That night after building him, I leaned at the windowsill and watched him for a
long time. Suddenly I felt a little worried: if a fire broke out in our building,

would the Snow Child charge into it again? I knew this was silly, but that is exactly
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what I thought. I told Dad we should move him to the stairway entrance tomorrow, away
from the firewood pile. Dad laughed at me, saying a snowman is not a real person. I
said I know, but the one in the book isn’t real either, yet when I read it my heart
really ached for a second. Dad stopped laughing, and after a while said: then move

him somewhere safe.

The snowman stood for four days. On the fifth morning only a heap of snow and a
gray scarf were left. I took the scarf home and washed it. I did not cry. I looked up
at the sky; it was gray, no clouds. I guess he had not flown up yet, or the day he
flew up was overcast and I could not see him. The book says he became a white cloud,

so he has to wait for a sunny day.

After school started, the teacher collected our reading responses. I wrote: the
Snow Child taught me two things. One is bravery — going forward even while afraid.
The other is friendship — a friend may not stay with you long, but the part where he
saved you and kept you company never melts away. [ read those two lines to my
deskmate, and she said they sounded too serious. I said they are true; my snowman

testified for me.

Now I keep that gray scarf folded in my drawer. Dad says when the first snow of
next year comes, we will go build one again. I have decided: still at the stairway
entrance, still with this scarf. If the Snow Child sees it, he will probably dance a
circle around it, just like Little Rabbit did.
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