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The Day He Returned to the Village, Snow Was Falling

The day he returned to the village, snow was falling. The bus stopped at the
village entrance, and he stepped down with his luggage. The snow landed on his wool
coat and melted faster than it did on the dirt road. He stood at the crossroads
without moving and looked first toward the high ground of the village — the roof of
the old house was still there, its blue tiles turning white layer by layer, the ridge
line rounded by snow, as if someone had draped a freshly stuffed quilt over the

house.

Smoke came from the old house’s chimney. He walked to the yard gate. Grandfather
was on the ladder sweeping snow off the roof, the bamboo broom rustling, the snow

sliding off the eaves and freezing into a row of icicles. Grandfather spotted him
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from the roof first, did not call out, paused the broom for a moment, then finished
that side before climbing down. He went inside and poured him water, and only after
pouring said, good that you are back, snowy day, the road is slippery. He held the
bowl and watched the icicles at the eaves drip into the basin in the yard, drip,

drip, the same sound as twenty years ago.

At noon he walked along the road at the village entrance. The road was still the
road, only the fields on both sides lay flat and white, and the wheel marks of ox
carts were frozen into a line of small grooves. A line of children passed by after
school, cloth shoes stepping carefully, holding on to the willow branches. One of the
little ones stepped deliberately into the wheel grooves, one step per groove, walking
as if dancing, until snow fell from a branch into his collar and he jumped up
shouting, then kept walking after shouting. An old man passing by called out to them,
children, walk slowly, do not fall. He stood at the roadside hearing that shout, his
throat tight. Twenty years ago, the one who shouted stood in the same spot, shouting

at children just the same.

In the evening, dozens of children gathered in the square by the village entrance
for a snowball fight. The haystacks were bunkers and the stone mill was a fortress,
and snowballs burst halfway through the air into puffs of white mist. He stood at the
edge of the square and watched for half the fight before his hands itched. One child
recognized him, called him the uncle back from the city, and pressed a packed
snowball into his hand. He held it, hesitated a moment, then threw, and missed,
hitting the village headman in the back as he turned his cart. Everyone froze for a
moment, then burst out laughing, and the crows exploded off the telephone poles and
flew away flapping. He laughed too, his laughter crowding lines into the corners of

his eyes.

At night the snow fell heavier. Lying on the kang of the old house, he could hear
snowflakes landing on the tiles, very light, one by one. He thought: the roof is
still here, the road is still here, the laughter in the square is still here — the
snow had handed the hometown back to him whole. Only he himself knew that the hand

holding the snowball was no longer the hand of twenty years ago.

When he left the next day, Grandfather saw him off at the village entrance and
said only one line: snowy day, take it slow on the road. He boarded the bus and
looked back. The roof of the old house was white, and Grandfather standing in the

snow was white too.
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