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The Snowman by the Railing

That morning I got to school early; it was my turn on duty, so I stood by the
iron railing at the edge of the playground. The snow had stopped during the night,
and the whole playground was covered with a thick layer of white, spread out flat and
smooth, too white to dare step on. A ridge of snow had piled along the top of the
railing; I flicked it with my finger and the snow sifted down, glittering, onto my

sleeve.

After the second period, a crowd of third-graders came running out of the
building. They were small, in red, blue and goose-yellow padded jackets; one step
sank them to the ankle, leaving a trail of deep and shallow footprints behind, like a
row of little radishes planted in the ground. The tall one in front shouted: roll the
big one here, the small one over there! The shorter kids couldn’t push a big snowball
alone, so two of them pushed together, mittens soaked, not caring, noses red with

cold, puffs of white breath clustering around their faces.
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I watched from beyond the railing. A snowball rolled all the way to my feet; a
round-faced little girl came running to pick it up, looked up and saw me, stuck out
her tongue and said sorry, then added: Senior, aren’ t you coming to play with us? I
said I'm on duty, you go build yours. She said oh, turned and ran back, her scarf

flying behind her.

The snowman took shape under the sun: round belly, round head, two red holly
berries for eyes, a blue scarf around its neck with the ends fluttering in the wind.
Someone stuck a broom twig into its hand, as if it were holding a flag. The children
lined up for a photo with it, shouting one-two—three, their voices carrying far
across the snow. In the middle of the noise the class bell rang, ding—ling—ling. One
after another they ran back inside, soles slipping on the snow, laughter scattered
all along the way. At the stairway the round-faced girl turned back and waved hard at

the snowman: we’ 11 come see you after school!

The playground went still all at once. The snowman stood at the edge, the snow on
the railing glittering in the sun, and reading voices came out of the building, line
by line. When my duty ended I went back to my seat, opened the Chinese textbook, and
suddenly remembered that in my own third—-grade year I had built a crooked—headed
snowman on this same playground. When these third-graders grow up and take their turn
standing by the railing on duty, they will probably see snow and remember this

snowman in its blue scarf.

www. vv99. net



