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Tonight’ s Snow, Tonight’s Fire
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The snow began at eight. What I saw first were the drying poles on the balcony,
black line after black line, each soon topped with a ridge of white. Looking further
out, the shed roof below turned white, the evergreens turned white, and the path

swept clean that morning was being filled in inch by inch.

The snow fell so earnestly, yet without sound. The whole building seemed muted by
some hand, leaving only the heating coil of the ceramic stove inside, which gave a

soft pop now and then.

The stove sat in the middle of the dining table, bought last winter, flat and
low, with a clay pot on top. The pot held old white tea, its liquor already brewed to
amber. Around the stove sat everyone: my wife peeling tangerines, my daughter setting
out the board game she brought from school, my mother watching the pot, saying the
flame is too small, then saying it is too big. Neither smaller nor larger pleased

her. Her opinions about this stove exceeded what she once had about a coal stove.

My job was laying tangerine segments on the rack one by one. Heated, the peels
beaded with fine oil, and the fragrance was a scorched fragrance, thicker than raw.

My daughter grabbed first, burned her hand, shook it twice, and ate anyway.

The idle talk started from a piece of rice cake. Mother saw the cake and recalled
her childhood New Year, when cake was steamed over the rice wok, sweet ones tossed
with sugar, salty ones with soy sauce. Her little sister, greedy, swallowed a whole
salty piece and choked, and the whole family thumped her back. From back—thumping,
father remembered Old Zhou at his office, whose snoring was so loud the next office
knocked on the wall. From 0ld Zhou, my wife remembered a dog at her grandmother’ s
house that bowed to every visitor. The topics drifted on like this, not one sentence

useful, not one sentence worth stopping.

Outside, the snow turned the compound into another place. White covered the trash
bins, the electric scooters, the hurried things of daytime. Frost flowers began
growing on the glass, patch after patch, as if someone were planting ferns on the
window. Our daughter suddenly said, look, the snow is lifting the street lamps
higher. We looked. Sure enough, the snow piled under each lamp had raised it a span

above the ground, and the light fell first onto snow, then onto people.

The pot boiled, its sound thin. Mother refilled everyone’ s cup; her own was
full, so she held it without drinking. Father put down his newspaper and joined the
table, telling how as a young man he walked twenty 1i to market in snow deep to his
calves, water seeping into his boots, and at the destination he took off his boots
and wrung out water. He said it in a flat tone, as if about someone else. My daughter

and I both cried out, really? He added, I was fifteen that year, your age now.

Our daughter placed one stone on her board, then ran back to ask, Dad, were you
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cold then? Father thought a moment and said, feet cold, body hot, people walking to
market sweated the whole way. She did not understand that answer, and I did not plan

to explain. Some colds must be walked through to be understood.

At ten thirty the second rack of tangerines was gone, the tea faded to the color
of rice water. My wife said tomorrow after the snow it would surely be colder. Mother
said the snow must be swept tomorrow. Father said do not be late tomorrow.
Tomorrow’ s business was cut off halfway by tonight, because the snow suddenly
thickened, thick enough to see flakes slanting through the lamplight. The four of us

lay side by side at the window watching, like four children.

Only in middle age do you slowly understand: what is precious in a stove fire is
not the fire but all these people around it; what is precious in idle talk is not the
words but that no sentence is racing anywhere. The big snow outside clears the world,
the fire inside stores up time. What is stored tonight can be taken out on many busy,

scrambled days ahead, to warm our hands.

Before bed I took one last look outside. The snow was still falling, the compound
already completely white, like a sheet of paper with nothing written on it. The stove
was off, its leftover heat still warm. The quilt is warm, and the dreams, probably,

are white too.
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