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The Rain Sound Sits Down at the 0ld Window

The rain falls again. I set down my pen and listen. The rain sound sits down at
the old window.

That window is still in the old house, its wooden frame aged to gray, a crack in

the glass like a leaf-bud that never opened.

As a child I thought the old window was an ear, pressed all day against the lane,

listening.

In rain it listened hardest. Raindrops tapped the glass, ta, ta—ta, like someone

outside turning a letter, very slowly.

Grandma sat by the window stitching shoe soles; the rain sound was her metronome,

one stitch, then another.

I did not understand then. Rain was water, a window was glass, and days were

endless.

The day I left the lane, the rain was big enough to fill it. I breathed on the
old window, and half the glass fogged.

Grandma wiped it with her sleeve, wiped and wiped, and could not wipe it clean.

She was not wiping fog.

The train went south, and I carried the rain sound with me. In the southern city,
rain fell on arcade awnings, on tin roofs of construction sites; none of it sounded
like that sound.

But at night, eyes closed, the rain sound still tapped the same window. Ta, ta-—

ta, like someone outside turning a letter.

I wrote letters too. Some I posted, some I did not; they gathered in the drawer

like rain gathered in the gutter.

Grandma knew few characters. She asked someone to read to her, then asked them to

write back one line only: I eat well.

The old window grew older each year. The putty at the frame flaked, rain seeped
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in, and she plugged it with a corner of an old shirt.

The year before last I heard the old house was to be demolished. I rushed back on

a rainy day.

On the wall was a white circle, and inside it the character for demolish, washed

pale by rain.

The old window still hung in place, one corner of glass broken, half the frame

rotted, like an ear that had heard enough.

The rain sound came as always, sat down on the frame as always. Ta, ta—ta,

exactly as before.

Standing where I used to sit as a child, I suddenly understood what the old

window had been listening for all these years.

It listened for rain falling back into place; it waited for someone walking home

through the rain.
Grandma is gone. She went to a far place, farther than every south.

The demolition character was never carried out. The old window was repaired,

given new glass and kept its old frame, still holding a mouthful of rain sound.

I returned to the city; the rain did not stop. I pushed open my room’ s window,

and the rain sound jumped in, sat down, and would not leave.

Now I understand: rain sound is the letter, the old window is the mailbox, and

faraway places is the stamp pasted onto the days.

Every raindrop is a character, falling and falling, and the letter is never
finished.

I take up my pen again and write to that farthest place. This time, not into the

drawer.

I read it to the rain sound; the rain sound reads it to the old window: the old

window reads it to her for me.

Outside the window is rain, inside is I, between us the old window, and beyond

the old window, the faraway.

The rain sound sits down at the old window. This time, it does not leave.
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Confession of an 0ld Window

I am an old window, standing on the east wall of the old house, standing for many

years.

My wooden frame has gone gray, its lacquer flaking off layer by layer, like a

tree shedding bark year after year.

There is a crack in my glass, open ever since the afternoon the hail came, never
healed.

People say a window is an eye. In truth a window is an ear; I hear far more than

I see.
Rainy days are the busiest days of my year.

Raindrops queue up and tap my forehead, ta, ta—ta, like someone outside counting
the days.

I keep records for the people inside: this one was the first rain after spring

equinox, that one lasted three days and filled the gutter.

A boy often dragged a stool to sit before me, chin on the sill, watching the

rain.

He watched the rain; I listened to him. His breathing was light, as if afraid of

disturbing something.

His grandmother stitched shoe soles behind him, her stitches keeping time with

the rain.

As he grew he recited lessons in front of me, his voice over the rain. Later, his

voice carried worries.

On the rainy morning he left home, he breathed on my glass and drew an arrow with

his finger, pointing south.
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I memorized that direction. From that day, I listened south in every rain.

After he left, the house grew quiet. The old woman sometimes wiped me, very

slowly, like wiping something precious.

She had someone read his letters aloud, and stopped halfway; only the rain sound
remained in the room. I knew she was not listening to the letter. She was listening

to the rain.

The reply was short: I eat well. She made me remember that line, the way one

remembers a rain.

I waited for the boy to return. Whenever the rain sounded, I pricked up my ears

— though I have no ears.

One autumn, a white circle appeared on the wall with the character for demolish

inside. Rain soaked it half a month; the character faded, but not through.

The demolition never happened. I heard it was because of the money he sent back,
and I heard it was because of some words about stubborn holdouts. I do not understand

human talk; I only understand rain.

The day the window was repaired he came back, stood on a ladder, felt my rotted

frame, and said: keep the frame, replace the glass.

I am half old, half new. The old half keeps my past for me; the new half watches

my future.

On the new glass he breathed again and drew another arrow, this time pointing

north, pointing at the old house.

I know he will leave again, and I know he will return. The arrows live with me;

both directions count.

The old woman did not live to see the new glass. The day she died there was no

rain; I held my rain all day and let it fall only at dusk.
That rain I drummed especially hard, like knocking for someone.

Now at night he writes at his desk, the rain sound enters, and he stops his pen

to listen.

He does not know that every rain he listens to, I have kept for him, from

childhood until now, not one missing.

What is a faraway place? It is where rain falls outward and its echo takes a long

time to return.
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I am the old window on the old house’s east wall. For everyone who left, I listen

to rain, wait for rain, store rain.

The rain falls again. Ta, ta—ta. Listen — that is the faraway knocking at the

door.
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The Rain Sound Is a Letter from Afar

It is eleven at night, and the rain sound stops the pen in my hand.
I think of that umbrella first — no, reverse it, think from the beginning.

From the beginning: the autumn of eighth grade, when my best friend A-Zhou moved

far north with his parents.

The day before he left was clear. We sat all afternoon under the old window of

his family’ s old house, neither of us saying we would miss each other.

That old window was ancient, its loose frame wobbly, the glass bending the trees

outside just slightly.

A-Zhou said his favorite thing was sitting under the old window on rainy days,

the rain sound like someone walking across the roof, from this end to that end.

He said once he reached the north, hearing rain, he would remember this window,

and me under it.
I did not believe him. The faraway is so far — how could rain remember a person?

The day he left was clear again, scrubbed clean as if refusing to give us a

reason to cry.

The train went north, pushing the faraway farther, so far that a letter took half

a month.

In it he said the northern rain fell on radi pipes, on awnings, on snow —

anything but the sound of the old house’s old window.

He sent a sliver of wood from that old window, left over when the house was torn

down, saying the window remembered me for him, and he remembered the window for me.
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I pressed the wood shaving in my dictionary, on the page of the character for

rain.

The year the old house was renovated, the old window was replaced, nailed by the

yard wall to keep chickens, they say, and then it was gone.

With the window gone, I gave myself an excuse: see, even the window forgot you —

how much more the faraway.
But now, at eleven at night, this rain falls on my dormitory window. Ta, ta—ta.

Suddenly I hear it — walking from this end to that end, the rain walking on the

roof, exactly as A-Zhou described.

So the rain always remembered. It passes through south and north, through old

windows and new, forgetting no one.

The old window is gone, but every rain it ever heard is still alive, landing

anywhere, knocking anywhere.

I open the dictionary; on the page of rain, the wood shaving is still there, fine

as a pinch of old times.

I write A-Zhou a letter, about this rain, about how it walks from this end to
that end.

Only after finishing do I realize the words I never said back then have been

living in the rain all along, each rain saying them for me.
What is the faraway? It is the place rain must walk a whole night to reach.

And what is an old window? It is the faraway that cannot leave, keeping the rain

for us.

The rain had not stopped at lights—out. I lie listening; the walker on the roof
is still walking, from this end toward that end.

That end is where A-Zhou is. I tuck the blanket around him with a sentence only

the rain knows.
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