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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
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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

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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