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The Wire on the Umbrella Rib

The umbrella repair stand set up at the mouth of our alley today. Passing by, I

saw the vendor open a cloth umbrella to inspect it, and I recognized that ring of
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frayed stitching at a glance. I stood in front of the stand and waited until he
opened it all the way. One rib was bound with thin wire; the canopy held three
patches with tiny dense stitches. It was ours. My heart skipped: Mother’ s umbrella

broke, and instead of throwing it away, she brought it to be mended.
It reminded me of a rainy night in fourth grade.

That evening, after evening study, the rain came hard and thick. The school gate
was packed with parents. I had told Mother not to come; she texted back: On my way. 1
waited under the pillar to the right of the gate. A figure walked out through the
curtain of rain, holding an umbrella high. Only when she came close did I see it was
Mother. She wore a blue coat that day; I saw it the next day, one shoulder a shade
darker, the kind of dark that never dries.

She lifted the umbrella over me and stepped half a step outside it. We walked
side by side. The umbrella was small; the moment she yielded, the rain ran down her
shoulder. I said: Mom, this umbrella is too small, look, you re getting soaked. She
said: It’s fine, this is the umbrella we have, make do. I said everyone in my class
has an automatic umbrella, big enough to shoulder and go. She heard that and said
nothing, just shifted the umbrella further toward me, until half her body stood in

the rain.

At the gate of our compound she suddenly folded the umbrella and pulled me into a
run. In the stairwell she leaned against the wall, gasping, water still dripping from
her hair. She first checked my schoolbag zipper, pulled it open, and looked at my
notebooks. Not one page was wet. She exhaled, took a dry towel from her pocket, dried
my hair first, then her own, and when done wrung the towel into a ball that flooded
the floor.

Going upstairs she walked behind me, and I heard her catch her breath while
changing shoes, her shoes full of water. The next day her blue coat hung on the chair
back, and the dark patch did not dry until noon. She went to work in the half-dry

coat, sneezed, and thought nothing of it.

Back then I resented the small umbrella. I even thought: if we bought a big one,
Mother would not get soaked. I never said that thought out loud, and saying it would

not have helped; money was tight then, and I knew it.

Now I stand before the repair stand, and the vendor twists the wire tight,
saying: This umbrella is good for more years after mending, a pity to throw away,
see, the canopy is still sound. I touch the old tape wound around the handle, its
edges polished bright by a hand. Six years, how many times that hand has gripped this
handle, I cannot count. Every time, the umbrella was over my head; every time, half

her body was in the rain.
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I asked the vendor how much for the repair. He said two yuan. I paid. Walking
home with the mended umbrella over my head, my shoulders stayed dry, but in my heart

I kept remembering another person’s shoulders, rained on for years.

Whether an umbrella is small, I only understand today. Its canopy opens only so
wide, yet someone held it up as a house: one side of the house stayed dry, the other

side stood in the rain, and the one in the rain never once said she was cold.

At night I hung the umbrella on the hook behind the door and told Mother: From
now on it is mine to look after; when it rains, I will carry it. She said okay, her

hands kept snapping green beans, but after a while she began humming a song.
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