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Today, the Umbrella Tilted Toward Her

Today at dismissal, the sky went dark the moment it decided to. I sheltered from
the rain at a stationery shop and felt, in the side pocket of my schoolbag, the
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folding cloth umbrella, the old one from home. Mother had slipped it to me this
morning, saying rain was coming at noon. It truly is a small umbrella; I do not much

like carrying it. Today it saved me.

When the rain softened, it struck me that Mother had no umbrella. Her office is
four bus stops from school; she would surely hold her briefcase over her head and run

home. I dug two coins out of my pocket and took the bus toward her office.

Waiting at the stop I was a little nervous. I had never ridden this line alone,
let alone gone to her office. The bus came, I dropped my coins, said her stop, and

the conductor glanced at me without asking more.

At her office gate some children were already fetching grown—ups. Mother came out
of the building, saw me, and froze in the rain. She ran over. I raised the umbrella I
was holding toward her. Her first words: You brought an umbrella? Then what about
you? I said I brought it, here it is. She looked at me, then at the umbrella, and

smiled, the corners of her eyes bright.

On the way home I held the umbrella over her head. The problem of the small
umbrella, I only truly understood today. Cover her, and my right shoulder stands
outside; raindrops land on it, first cool, then the cloth darkens and clings to my
shoulder blade, patch by patch, growing heavy. I pulled the umbrella half an inch
toward myself, remembered something, and pushed it back. So this was Mother’ s
shoulder for those six years. So it was not that she did not mind the rain; she

simply kept the cold for herself.

Halfway home, her sleeve got wet anyway. She reached up to push the umbrella to
me; I gripped the handle and would not move. I said: Mom, don’t move, I am strong. So
she stopped. Rain cracked on the umbrella, plop plop, a sound I had listened to from
under the umbrella for six years. Listening from the handle side today, I found it is
not the same sound. What the one holding the umbrella hears, half falls on the canopy

and half falls on her own shoulder.

At our building, water beads hung in her hair, and my right shoulder was wet from
shoulder to cuff. Neither of us spoke as we climbed. While she took out her keys, 1

caught her stealing glances at my soaked sleeve, once, then again.

Inside, she went first to wring my sleeve, saying: I told you to hold the
umbrella straight, you would not listen. I said: If I held it straight, you would get
wet. She, holding my sleeve, stopped.

That night she cooked me a bowl of ginger soup and set it on my desk without a
word. I finished it, hissing at the heat. From the doorway she heard my hissing and

laughed.

www. vv99. net



The teacher asked for four hundred characters on this reflection; I wrote a great
deal. I ended it like this: Some lessons cannot be learned by hearing. If an umbrella
tilts to one person, another must stand in the rain. Written on paper, that knowledge

is one line; walking in the rain you learn how long it is, exactly the distance from

one pair of shoulders to another.

Now the umbrella hangs on the hook behind the door, its newly wired rib shining.
On rainy days I snatch it and open it, tilted toward Mother. She says I hold it
crooked, yet her shoulder grows drier each time.
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