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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.

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
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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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