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The Paragraph About Snow I Erased Four Times

In the writing lesson about snow, our teacher took us to the corridor to watch
the snow, came back, and the assignment was surprisingly small: write only one
paragraph about the snow we had just seen, no more than one hundred characters. We
usually started at four hundred characters, so when we heard it was only one
paragraph the whole class laughed. I thought, what is hard about that, picked up my
pen and wrote: the snow fell thickly and beautifully.

After that one sentence my words ran out. I glanced at my deskmate: he wrote that
snow was like goose feathers, exactly the same as in last year essay. 1 was about to
borrow from him when my pen stopped in mid—air, because I remembered the three lines
the teacher had written on the small blackboard: the way it falls, where it piles,
the sound it makes. Goose feathers were snow somebody else had seen; the snow I had

seen from the corridor was my own.
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I erased that line and wrote again. 1 wrote about the clothesline: the old
clothesline stretched by the playground, with snow landing on it and little lumps of
snow hanging along it, one against the next, like a fringe sewn on one side of the
rope. I counted when I finished: eighty—nine characters, just right. But I felt the
fringe comparison had still come out of my mouth on habit, without my checking

whether it truly looked like that. So I erased it again and thought.

For the third version I wrote: snow landed on the clothesline, the first layer
stuck the layers after it, and the north-facing side grew thicker and thicker while
the south-facing side stayed bare. Reading it myself, the sentence did not run
smoothly, so I made a fourth version: the snow that landed first melted and froze
again, and the later snow stuck onto that layer of ice, only on the north side. 1
read this version slowly, because every part of it was something I had seen: the

rope, the north side, the sticking. Not one word was invented.

During the exchange for peer correction, Wang Guoguo drew two lines under my
paragraph, right under the sentence about the lumps of snow, and wrote four
characters: I saw it. She said those four characters meant that when she read it, the

thing really appeared before her eyes. I thought that was better than any grade mark.

When the teacher read model paragraphs aloud, she read my fourth version. She
said: one paragraph of eighty—nine characters, revised four times, is worth more than
four hundred characters never revised. I counted the marks of the eraser on that
page, four of them, and the deepest one was over the first sentence about beauty,

rubbed until the paper itself grew rough.

In my pencil case I still keep a piece of eraser worn down to one corner.
Classmates laugh at how small it is. I say it is not small at all, because once it

erased a sentence about beautiful snow.
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