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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
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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,

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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