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Snow Falling on My Hometown

When winter deepens in the city, I hear on television that it has snowed in my
hometown. I stand by the window for a long time. That snow crosses twenty years and
lands on the blue tiles of the old house.

The snow of my hometown falls first on the roof. The old house was covered with
small tiles. When a layer of snow lay over them, the ridge line turned round, as if
someone had draped a cotton quilt over the house. Grandfather climbed the ladder
early to sweep the snow. The bamboo broom made a soft rustling sound, and the snow
slid off the eaves and froze into a row of icicles. The icicles were our candy in
those days. On the way home from school we broke one off and held it in our mouths,
and the cold water dripped down to our collars, yet nobody minded being greedy. When
the noon sun came out, the icicles melted, and drops fell from the eaves into the

basin in the yard, drip by drip, as if the house were counting its days.
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The snow also fell on the wheat fields outside the village. Early in the morning
Grandfather walked a round in the fields with his hands behind his back, came back,
squatted at the gate and puffed at his pipe, saying the quilt of snow lay tight and
the wheat seedlings slept well underneath. We did not understand. We only remember
the old men often saying: the thicker the snow, the whiter the steamed buns next
year. In those days we wished for snow, half for the wheat fields and half for the
snowball fights.

The road at the village entrance froze into a strip of bright glass under the
snow. We walked to school in the early morning, our cloth shoes stepping carefully,
holding on to the willow branches along the way. The fields on both sides lay flat
and white, and only the wheel marks of ox carts from the day before were frozen into
a line of small grooves. The dog prints were the most interesting, little plum
blossoms stamped one after another, leading deep into the field, and nobody knew
where they went. The old people passing by called out to us, walk slowly, do not
fall. The breath of several children rose in white columns, and the road at the

village entrance was lively because of us.

The liveliest memory is still the snowball fight. As soon as school was over,
dozens of children gathered in the square by the village entrance, packing snow into
balls and hiding behind the haystacks to ambush one another. I once squatted behind a
stone mill, waiting for my classmate Wang Laizhu to pass by. When I stood up and
threw, I missed and hit the village headman who was driving his cart around the
corner. Everyone froze for a moment, then burst out laughing. The laughter scared the

crows off the telephone poles, and nobody on the whole street was angry.

Now the old house has been pulled down, and the road at the village entrance has
become concrete, and nobody sweeps when it snows. But every time I see snow, the
roof, the wheat fields, the road and the laughter all come back at once, as clear as
if they happened last night. The snow of my hometown never really stops falling. It

only falls into memory, once a year, on the one who misses it.

SRS
REHS T, ARSNGB, GRS EAE Tk AT, SR

WHEAER DB . FHOEHMR, fELE%, TEEEAR, CHEPBE, il
A S, I AR N SR e FRAEAN G, SR BE S FAS), AR BRI AR ., 26
oIt e, tUVEAERY, SGEIOR. BB S Skt gy, BEERCE S T, BB,
ACERT . MKEESEDRE, — ARSI S ERMEM )57 L, bl sk, W17 B

www. vv99. net



EHE, ALV ERS, MAETE 3, ST 7E T . SRMREM BT, ek |
e WRIER, TR AZE, AT AHREE.

KRR, GBPNEF IR DN B BRURRC S0 eBE, PRI 75T R
FEENVRR /S, SOIENG — S /NEAE, B MR RAL o AT BAERL 25, I I OE R
F % . AANMGEBREE, — A, ERGRBEE AN FEIIEC LT, T hokilit
G BRECORGE, WSS L. ENUSAET T, MR, Sk AN, R AT HLR I

ANERFAEIRNR, BB H.. FREARTLEN. ZRNF L Z 22, BART, &
i BT RBTERMR . SR ERAR LSy, T Ry, IORMHME I N, Bk
UKEE o BALNE MPAE L, BAME, KRWAEJHE B M RAET K, kb A, WE,
& B TAERCERH o 3R T ARSI, BERNTACAL SIS E T B3k, RS T3,

MRS, WEEAE T RN — . MR US55, L HAEE TR E. &
ANFHU, TS, KEMELZABE A AV, —PhFERL, 2 hES.

WAZEIAEIR, BRBE SR N —R I JseRER 2 T, SRk, fid
TERRE, a4 R BN HEEIN . Tk PREE ME, RBEE, 22 JZERDE.

What I Remember First Is the Laughter

I remember the snow of my hometown backwards. Other people think of snow by first

seeing how it falls; I think of snow by first hearing the laughter.

The snowball fight happened in the square by the village entrance. The haystacks
were bunkers and the stone mill was a fortress. We packed the snowballs too loosely,
so they burst halfway through the air into a puff of white mist, which made people
laugh more than a direct hit ever did. Wang Laizhu was tall. He stood in the middle
of the square without moving, letting snowballs bloom one after another on his padded
coat, and he only threw back, hard and straight. I squatted behind the stone mill
making ammunition, and as I kept making it I forgot to throw, watching others chase
each other, laughing first myself. The village headman drove his cart into the
square, and a snowball from nowhere splattered across his back. He turned his head,
snow flakes on his beard. We expected a scolding, but he wiped the snow off, flicked
his whip, and drove on. The crows exploded off the telephone poles and flew away

flapping. That day s laughter, after all these years, is clearer than anything else.

The laughter retreats backwards, to the village road in the early morning. The
road had frozen into a strip of bright glass, the fields on both sides flat and
white, the wheel marks of ox carts frozen into a line of small grooves, dog prints
like a row of little plum blossoms leading into the depth of the field. We walked in

line, our breath joining into a string of white mist. Some stepped deliberately into
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the wheel grooves, one step per groove, walking as if dancing; others reached out to
break the snow off the willow branches, the snow fell into their collars, they jumped
up and shouted, and kept walking after shouting. The old people stood at their doors

and called, slowly, do not fall. That shout also came out of the snow.

The road retreats further, back to the night before. The snow fell first on the
roof. The blue tiles of the old house turned white layer by layer, the ridge grew
round, as if a freshly stuffed quilt had been laid over it. Early next morning
Grandfather climbed the ladder onto the roof, the bamboo broom rustling, and the snow
slid off the eaves and froze into a row of icicles. I stood below tilting my head to
catch them, never caught one, and they melted on my eyebrows. At noon the eaves
dripped into the basin in the yard, drip, drip, the house counting its days. The
swept snow piled at the foot of the wall, and Mother stacked the kitchen firewood on
top of it, afraid the wood would take in damp.

After sweeping, Grandfather walked a round in the wheat fields outside the
village with his hands behind his back. He came back saying the quilt of snow lay
tight and the wheat seedlings slept well underneath. The old folks used to say: the
thicker the snow, the whiter the steamed buns next year. We wished for snow in those

days, half for the buns and half for the square.

Memory keeps retreating, back to where the snow first fell — the roof. So of my
hometown’ s snow, I remember the laughter first, then the road, and last of all the
man sweeping snow on the roof. Snow falls downward; when I think of it, I walk back

upward, layer by layer.
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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
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
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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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