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Finishing a Book on a Snowy Day

The snow began at ten in the morning. I stood at the window watching for a while,
then sent a message to school swapping my afternoon classes with a colleague. After
that I pulled the chair up to the desk, sat down, and took from the shelf a book I

had bought two years ago and never finished.

It was an old novel, the pages slightly yellow. The first third I had read on the
subway last year, in fragments, never holding the characters firmly in mind. That
afternoon was different. Snow drifted outside the window, flakes large enough to see
their shapes, falling slantwise one by one onto the air—-conditioning units of the
building across, onto the paths in our compound, soundless once they landed. The snow

turned the whole world to mute, leaving only the sound of pages turning.
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I brewed a cup of jasmine tea, no fancy leaves, just the most ordinary tin in the
house. The first steep was strong, and I drank too fast and scalded my tongue. Later
the tea grew pale and I did not refill it, reading on through the weak tea. Halfway
through I got up for hot water, and coming back found a thin layer of white on the
windowsill, like sugar powder someone had scattered. I did not wipe it off. I let it

stay.

That afternoon I finished the remaining two thirds. There are sentences you
normally cannot get into. For instance, the passage where a man stands at a station
watching snow — normally I skip such parts, finding them slow. That day I read it
word by word, and sat a while after finishing, imagining the cold on that platform.
Strangely, though I sat in a heated room with warm feet, my heart went cold with that

platform for a moment, then warmed back at the tea.

By evening the snow stopped. I closed the book; the tea had gone completely cold,
a dark bed of leaves at the bottom of the cup. I went to the kitchen to reheat it and
made a cup for my wife when she came home from work. She asked what I had done all
afternoon. I said I read a book. She said, reading on a snowy day, so you know how to
enjoy life. I did not take that up. It was not enjoyment. I had suddenly understood:
it is not that books are hard to read, it is that ordinary days are too loud. The
subway is loud, the phone is loud, even the mind is loud. The snow pressed all that

noise down for one afternoon.

Later I lent the book to the colleague who covered my classes. She asked if it
was good. I said yes, but you must pick a snowy day to read it. She laughed at my
superstition. I did not argue. Some books really do need the right weather, just as
some teas need cold days. That afternoon’s snow melted long ago, and I can no longer
recall the taste of that jasmine tea, but I still remember the sound of the pages

turning — all afternoon, light and steady.
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That Day I Did Not Prepare Lessons — I Read a Book for

Pleasure

That snow closed the school for half a day. The students went home for the break,
and only a few teachers remained in the dormitory building. I had planned it all out:
prepare two lessons in the afternoon, finish the slides for the classical poetry

unit. The plan was written on paper, down to what to teach at which hour.

The snow began drifting after noon, thicker and thicker. I sat at my desk making
slides and got stuck at the notes for the first poem — not because the notes were
hard, but because my mind was restless. OQutside the window the flakes were large,
falling slantwise layer upon layer, onto the flagpole in the playground, onto the
running track, covering the noisy playground in silence. I watched the snow a long

time, so long I did not notice myself doing it.

Then I did something I had not done in years. From the bottom of my suitcase I
took out the book I had brought and never unwrapped — a collection of essays in which
a writer writes about the winter of his hometown. I tore off the plastic and sat down
by the window with it. A paper book, not a phone. The very first page was about snow,
about the icicles under his childhood eaves. I brewed myself tea, da hong pao,
borrowed from the office, brewed strong: the first cup scalding, the second bitter,
the third just right, and when the fourth had no taste left I did not change it.

That afternoon I never opened the slides. In the book a man shuts himself in on a

snowy day leafing through old books, and drifts off as he reads, and wakes to find
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his tea stone cold. I laughed when I reached that line, because my tea had gone half
cold too. I drained it in one go. Cold tea is not undrinkable, just astringent.
Outside, the snow pressed the daylight down; four o clock looked like six. I turned

on the desk lamp and kept reading, the pages shining white under the 1ight.

When I closed the book, I suddenly remembered my years at teachers’ college,
winters with no heating in the dorm, us wrapped in quilts taking turns reading aloud
— reading books, breathing white vapor. Since when had I read only teaching manuals
and exam outlines? I had taught for over a decade, teaching students to read, while
losing reading itself. The snow kept falling. I sat there thinking about it a long

time, with no answer, and it did not matter; having thought it counted.

Next day the snow stopped. I taught as usual, slides still unfinished, getting by
on experience, and doing it middling. But when we reached a line about snow, I closed
the textbook and told the class I had read a better line the day before, and recited
it to them. Afterward the room was quiet for a moment. Those tens of seconds of
silence were better than any class discipline I had ever kept. I did not mention the
book of essays, and [ assigned them nothing to read. Some things do not need saying.

Snow falls on the page, and they can see it.
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The 01d Man’ s Snowy Day

In his seventh year of retirement, 0ld Zhou still kept the old hours on snowy
days. Awake at six, he did not hurry up. He lay listening first. If there was no
sound outside, he knew it was snowing. Snow in the city makes no noise, but he could

tell — the silence itself was a kind of sound.

He got up, boiled water, grabbed a handful of tea leaves, smothered them in his
thermos mug, and carried it into the study. The study faced north and had a large
window. He sat down and drew one book from the stack on his desk — a Water Margin he
had leafed through who knows how many times, its spine gone soft, bookmarks cut from
medicine boxes tucked between its pages. Outside, snow was drifting, flake by flake
slanting onto the window glass, sliding back down. He read a few pages, raised his
head to watch the snow a while, then bent back to the pages. This was his way of
reading for forty years. On night shifts at the factory he read the same way; then
his mug held the lowest grade of tea dust, now it held longjing, though truthfully he

could not taste much difference.

The snow grew heavier. He got up and cracked the window open a sliver, saying a
room on a snowy day gets stuffy and must breathe the outside. Cold air came in and
the tea cooled faster; he did not mind — when it cooled he poured more hot. In the
book the fight on Jingyang Ridge had begun, a passage he knew by heart, yet reading
it on a snowy day was different. When the tavern keeper said three bowls do not cross
the ridge, Zhou paused and remembered the little eatery by his factory gate in his
young days — such a cold day then too, and three bowls of wine — he drank the white
liquor, then walked out into his night shift, and the wind sobered him completely. He

smiled, and poured himself another half mug of tea.

The whole morning passed this way: some forty pages read, and the outside world
gone wholly white. His wife called from the living room for lunch. He answered but
did not move, saying two more pages. Those two pages lasted until one in the
afternoon before he put the book down. Over lunch he was still on the passage of Wu
Song crossing the ridge, and told his wife that snowy days are for reading this. She

said you have read this on snowy days your whole life. He said true, a whole life,
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and never enough.

He meant to take his afternoon nap and did not; he went on reading. He reached
the chapter where Lin the instructor shelters from the snow at the mountain shrine,
and outside the snow happened to be falling at its densest then. At the fodder depot
passage he read very slowly, one character after another, as if afraid that reading
fast would stop the snow. When he finished that chapter he sat by the window watching
the real snow, perhaps for half an hour. His mug was refilled three times; the last

round had almost no color left.

By evening the snow stopped. 0ld Zhou closed the book, its snow and the snow
outside white together. He said it would snow again tomorrow, and he would go on
reading tomorrow. His wife asked which chapter next. He said the one after Lin
Chong’ s. Saying it, he sounded like a schoolboy waiting for tomorrow s class. The
study light came on. The thin white gathered on the windowsill had not been swept — a

small neat patch, like a stamp pressed onto the snowy day.
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