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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.
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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
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 light.

When T 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 I 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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