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I Copied That Paragraph About Snow Three Times

Before that writing lesson about snow, the thing I feared most was writing about
snow. I had only three words for it: white, thick, very big. Once I wrote that snow
fell hard, piled thick, all white, three sentences in all, and our teacher wrote four

characters in my notebook: be more specific. How to be specific, I did not know.

The lesson took place on a snowy day. Our teacher first took us to the corridor
to watch the snow for a while, then came back, said nothing, opened the textbook, and
read us a paragraph about snow. She read slowly. The paragraph told of snow starting
at night and of pushing the door open the next morning to find every stone in the
yard changed, its usual sharp edges wrapped round by snow, and of the footprints of a
dog crossing the snow, each step sunk deep. Just that one paragraph, and the

classroom went quiet in a way that felt strange.
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After reading, the teacher asked us to read it once more by ourselves, thinking
as we read: she never said the snow was heavy, so how do you know it was. I read it
twice before I found it: by the changed stones, by the deep footprints. The author
never used one word about how heavy the snow was; everything was told by the marks
the snow left on things. At that moment something clicked inside me. It turned out
one could write about snow without writing about snow, by writing about the things

snow had bent.

Before class ended the teacher asked us to copy out the paragraph. 1 copied it
the first time into the margin of the textbook. At dinner I thought of it again, went
back to my room and copied it a second time into my collection notebook, adding one
line beside it: do not write the snow itself, write the things the snow has touched.
When I lay down at night, the paragraph ran through my head by itself. That was my
third copy, and this time my hand did not do it.

Later, in the paragraph exercise, I wrote about the vehicles below our building.
After a night of snow, the row of electric scooters was all white in the morning, the
snow on the seats thick enough to write on, and a row of icicles hung from the
mirrors, tinkling when the wind passed. I never wrote that the snow was heavy. When I

finished and read it once, 1 felt this time was different.

The teacher posted that paragraph on the column at the back wall, with one note
beside it: this follows the way of the textbook paragraph. My mother saw the page I
had copied three times and laughed at me. I said three was not much, because I can

still recite that paragraph today.

Now whenever I write about snow, the first thing I think of is not white but the
look of stones wrapped round. The three words I used to hide behind, white, thick,

very big, have long since given way.
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