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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
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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. I 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
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 T 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. I 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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