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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.

The snow also fell on the wheat fields outside the village. Early in the morning
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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, [ 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.
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