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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. I

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
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
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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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