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The First Snow of Early Morning

I was woken by the brightness. It was not yet time, but the room was white in a
way that felt strange. I got up with my padded coat over my shoulders, and the moment

my hand touched the window latch, the cold of the glass crawled up my fingertips.

The instant the window opened, the snow stood before me. The window lattice had
gathered a neat edge of white, as if someone had spread it on with a ruler, and the
white was thickest along the bottom bar. I wiped a line through it with my finger and
the wood color showed underneath. The windowsill had an untouched layer on it. 1

pressed my handprints into it, one, two, the first things I left in this snow.

Every branch in the yard had put on white. The best was the jujube tree: its
branches thin, its forks many, and with snow on them every twig was drawn out, the
whole tree like a line—-by—line white sketch. The wutong tree had long since dropped

its leaves; snow sat in its forks in clumps, bending the forks down, and when wind
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passed, the clumps fell and puffed a small cloud on the ground. The snow on the top
of the wall was the flattest, flat as freshly risen dough, and I looked at it a long

time, unwilling to watch it collapse.

The sparrows came earlier than people. The snow already had rows of little
footprints, two claw marks in front, one behind, running crooked. They were still
there, hopping in the middle of the yard, scratching away one layer of snow and then
another, heads poking in and out. Finding nothing to eat, they tilted their heads
toward the house - toward me. I grabbed a handful of millet and scattered it on the
windowsill through the window. The first sparrow hesitated, hopped closer and then
away, and finally landed and pecked twice, then fluttered up to the wire as if

calling the others, and in a blink three or four came down.

Mother got up and swept a path, turned, and saw me lying on the windowsill
motionless, and urged me to get dressed. I said, let me look a little longer. The
snow was still falling, melting into white breath in my breathing. The first snow
made the yard new, made the day new, and even the sparrows looked newer than

yesterday.

Leaving for school, 1 deliberately walked around the untouched snow, stamping my
own first line of footprints. Behind me Mother called from the door that my schoolbag
strap was loose. I called back, and my footprints ran crooked all the way, like

sparrows’ .
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Early Morning Through a Sparrow s Eyes

The sparrow opened its eyes and knew something was wrong at once. White leaked
into the nest; dawn came too early and too cold. It squeezed out, and the wire it

landed on had grown a size thicker — the wire was wrapped in snow.

It did not recognize this yard. The top of the wall was as flat as freshly risen
dough, so flat it dared not land, afraid of sinking in. The woodpile had sunk a
notch, round-topped. The strangest thing was the jujube tree: it knew every branch,
bare all through the night, and now every thin twig was drawn in white, the whole
tree as if someone had regrown it, grown it on white paper. It landed on its old
perch; the moment its claws touched the branch, snow rustled down and shook all over
it. It fluttered lower, and snow shook all over it again. Annoyed, it landed at the

foot of the wall, where the snow was softest, one hole per step.

Finding food came first. It hopped into the middle of the yard. Yesterday there
had been a patch of husks here; today there was nothing, all of it covered by the
quilt of snow. It scratched, raking forward with its claws, opening one layer of snow
— snow underneath; raking another layer, a bit of soil appeared, but the husks had
long been softened by the snow, past recognition. It looked up at the window. The
glass was hazy white; it could not see inside. It tilted its head, then tilted it
again. It remembered that this family usually scattered a handful of millet at this
hour, right on the windowsill, and the iron dustpan would knock three times, knock,
knock, knock — the dinner bell.

Today the bell did not ring, but the window pushed open. A child lay on the
windowsill, first pressing hands into the snow, making two holes — it did not know
what that was called. Then the child’s arm moved, and a handful of something flew out
- millet, grain by grain, landing on the windowsill, on the snow, golden yellow. It

did not land at first; it hopped closer, hopped away, looked again. The child stopped
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moving and watched it from the window. It finally dropped down, pecked once — the
millet was dry, good. It fluttered up to the wire and called into the yard, urgent

and loud, and in a blink a row landed on the wire, three, four under the windowsill.

The child’ s mother got up and swept the path, swish, swish, opening a black line
of earth. The sparrow hopped onto the path and sniffed — no millet — and hopped back
to the windowsill. It ate two pecks, flew off, came back for two more. The millet on

the sill was running low; it was not worried. It knew this family would scatter more.

The sun came out, and the snow on the jujube tree began to drop, clump after
clump, thumping onto the ground. The sparrow, full, fluffed its feathers and set off
from the wire, skimming low over the yard on one round. Below, the yard was newly
white, the path newly black, the footprints new row by row. It thought: this yard has
been freshly risen today, like that layer of dough on the wall, new enough to make it

want to land.
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The One Who Sweeps the Snow

I was woken by the broom. Swish, swish, unhurried, each stroke longer than the
last. I lay on the window and looked out: dawn was barely gray, snow still falling,

and Father was already sweeping the yard.

He had his rules for sweeping snow. First he opened a straight path from the
house door to the street gate, two feet wide, the broom one stroke pressing the next,
black earth showing where he passed. Snow fell on the black earth again, and he
ignored it - open the road first. With the road open, he came back to sweep both
sides of the yard, pushing the broom at an angle, snow piling into two low walls. The
waist—high haystack was half buried, and he swept around it, reaching the base of the
stack, then knocked the snow off it with the broom handle, thud thud thud, a whole

sheet of snow collapsed, and he stepped aside, not angry.

When he reached the jujube tree he stopped. Snow on the forks bent the branches.
He looked up, swung the broom handle, and tapped a low branch; the snow rustled down,
and one tree knocked, the ground full of snow pits. He stepped back two paces,
looked, then tapped the high branch; the branch sprang up and shook down a fine mist
of snow, all over him. He wiped the snow off his cap and went on sweeping. I watched
him from the window, the white edge on the lattice shining in the dawn light, his

back in the snow—light blue and clearer than anything.

After the yard, he took the iron shovel to the street gate and lifted the snow
away, uncovering a patch of black earth, and stuck a branch in it as a marker, afraid
passersby would not see the path. When all that was done, he went in to start the
fire, and the chimney began to smoke. I pushed the window open, cold air rushed in
mixed with the smell of brushwood smoke. The window lattice had gathered a neat edge

of white, thick enough on the bottom bar to stand a matchstick.

The sparrows came at just that moment. Rows of little footprints in the snow,
sparrows hopping in the middle of the yard, scratching open one layer and then
another, finding nothing, tilting their heads toward the house. Father came out of
the kitchen, grabbed a handful of millet, scattered it on the windowsill through the
window, knocked three times on the window frame, knock knock knock, and called to me,
look. The first sparrow hopped closer and away, and finally landed and pecked twice,

flew up to the wire and called, and in a blink a row landed. Father stood under the
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porch with his hands behind his back, watching more intently than I did.

At breakfast Father said the snow would fall till noon and the road would need
another sweeping. He said it plainly, the way one says there is food today. It struck
me then that through this whole morning he had asked nothing — not why the snow fell,
not how much — he had only opened the road, knocked the snow off the tree, and fed

the sparrows. The snow falls every year, and the road is his broom every year.

Leaving for school, I walked the black path Father had swept, snow walls knee-—
high on both sides. Behind him he was sweeping a second time, swish, swish. I looked
back: in the snow—light his back was blue, exactly the one I had seen from the

window.
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