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White Noise on the Playground

I do not much like P.E. class. Too many people, the whistle too loud, and when we
run I always end up at the tail of the line. But today’ s P.E. class was different,

because it had snowed.

Mr. Li said two laps around the track to warm up. I stayed at the back again. The
snow crunched under my feet, and I listened to that sound alone, as if someone were
walking through snow just for me to hear. The white breath of the runners ahead
strung together in a chain, and I trailed behind the white breath, like following a

train.
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On the second lap, my deskmate Chen Xiao slowed down and turned back to wait for
me. She called: stop walking alone, come into our row. So I jogged a few steps and
squeezed into the line. Wind poured into my sleeves, but with someone beside me, the

wind did not seem so fierce.

When the snowman contest began, our group divided the work: Chen Xiao and Fatty
Pang rolled snowballs, Da Zhi packed the base, and I was in charge of finding eyes. 1
crouched at the edge of the playground digging through snow. Under the snow a few
withered grasses showed, and I picked out two of the roundest dried grass seeds, plus
one dark leaf for a mouth. Finding things is my strong suit. In the classroom, when

an eraser goes missing, I am always the one who finds it.

The snowman body rose in three wobbling tiers. Da Zhi’ s hands were too big;
every time he set the eyes he collapsed the sockets. I took those two grass seeds,
held my breath, and pressed them in. Perfect. Chen Xiao said: your hands are so

steady. [ said: I found them, of course I set them.

The vote came out: our snowman placed third. First place went to the big one next
door wearing a basketball-net hat. Chen Xiao was a little unconvinced. Fatty Pang
said third is fine, and anyway Fatty, our snowman’ s name, has the sharpest eyes. I
looked at Fatty. It stood in the snow, its dark—leaf mouth turned up slightly. It
really did look sharp.

Mr. Li raised his phone and called for the group photo. We crowded up to Fatty,
and Chen Xiao pulled me toward the middle, saying the one who set the eyes stands in
the middle. I stood right in the center, snow landing on my eyebrows, and I did not
dare move. Click. Mr. Li said good, one more. Later, in the class photo album, I

found that picture: me in the middle, smiling a little stiffly, but really smiling.

Back in the classroom, a little melted snow trickled down my collar, cool and
tingling. I tucked the unused half of the dark leaf into my pencil case. The next
class was math, the blackboard full of numbers, but I kept staring at the pencil case
and thinking: so there is a spot in the middle of the crowd, reserved for the person

who can find grass seeds.

When school let out, it snowed again. I walked home through the snow with my
schoolbag on, crunch, crunch, as if the sound of P.E. class were following me. 1

slowed my steps, to let it follow a little longer.
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