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At the End of the Afternoon Stands a Bowl of Ginger Tea

Begin with the ginger tea. At six in the evening the kitchen light came on first,
ginger rolling in the pot, its heat creeping through the door crack into every room.
The boy held his bowl, gulped a big mouthful, grimaced at the burn of it, breathed
out a cloud of white vapor, grains of unmelted snow still hanging on his eyebrows.
His father stood beside him with another bowl, watching him a little absent—mindedly.
This bowl of tea did not appear out of nowhere. Behind it stands the entire

afternoon.

Now rewind the afternoon. Rewind to half past four, when only the crooked snowman
was left in the garden, a red scarf around its neck. The scarf was the boy’ s own,
untied and wound on just before going upstairs, on tiptoe to do it. One eye of the
snowman was a pebble, the other a bottle cap, its nose a dry branch, standing in all

that white like a flagpole someone stuck in on a whim. It waited for someone to come

www. vv99. net



down tomorrow and straighten it.

Go back another quarter of an hour and the snowball fight was at its fiercest. A
fight in name only, really: the father’s snowballs either went wide or landed soft,
while the son’s struck the chest like an itch. At halftime the two crouched down and
rewrote the rules — the father would stand and take it, the son would dodge and
return fire. The way the son squinted one eye to aim was clearly visible from the 1lit
window on the second floor. By the end the son’s gloves were soaked, his fingers
bright red, and he still would not leave, promising one last ball and then producing

another after every last one, until his father half dragged him into the stairwell.

Further back, two in the afternoon, the snow still falling. The pair came out of
the building door, one with the zipper pulled to the chin, the other bareheaded. They
built the snowman first. The boy was in charge of the head; his snowball fell apart
after two rolls, and he stamped his feet, then switched to pushing, and the head grew
until he could not carry it and it tumbled all the way to the body. The father said,
the falling apart is part of it too. The sentence made no sense, the boy did not
understand it either, and they both laughed.

Further back still: a lunch, and a plea pressed against the window, then a door

opening, and the snow pouring into the whole afternoon.

Now return to six o’ clock, to this bowl of ginger tea. As the heat rushed up, the
father suddenly recognized the scene — thirty years ago, under someone else s window,
in someone else’s snow, his own mother pressing a bowl into his hands, scolding with
her mouth while wiping snow from his hair with her hands. He too had grimaced then,
too breathed out white vapor. So the hot ginger tea of a man’s whole life is an

extension of the one bowl from childhood.

The boy finished his tea and pressed back to the window to find his snowman. The
red scarf stood out sharply in the white below. He said, tomorrow I will go
straighten it. His father said, all right. It had started snowing again, redrawing

the outline of the crooked snowman.
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