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That Little Umbrella, Tilted for Six Years

In third grade there was a great rain. At dismissal, the rain had flooded the
playground into a lake. I stood at the school gate watching other people’ s parents

open umbrella after umbrella, black ones, colorful ones, plaid ones, blooming one by
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one and carrying their children away. I had no umbrella. Mother was at work and
Father was on a business trip, so I planned to hold my schoolbag over my head and

dash home.

Just as I tied my shoelaces to run, a person came running through the rain. It
was Mother. She ran so fast that the wind flipped her umbrella backwards. She gripped
the handle with one hand and carried my rain boots in the other, their laces swinging
on her wrist. When she reached me, she was too out of breath to finish a sentence:

Did you, did you wait long?

I glanced at the umbrella in her hand and my heart went cold. The umbrella was
pitifully small, open no wider than one child’ s head, one of those old cloth
umbrellas with its edge frayed white. I muttered: This umbrella is too small. Mother

did not answer. She lifted it over me, covering my head, and said: Let’s go, let’s

go.

Halfway home I noticed something wrong. The umbrella was clearly over my head,
yet Mother’ s shoulder was wet on one side. A dark patch spread across her uniform
shoulder, growing larger. I pushed the umbrella toward her; she pushed it back: My
coat is thick, I don’t mind the rain. Raindrops cracked on the umbrella, and her free

hand carried my schoolbag for me, her fingers soaked white.

Only at home did I see clearly that it was not just her shoulder. Half her
sleeve, half her back were covered with water, her hair clung to her forehead, and
her shoes could pour out water. After emptying her shoes, she went first to wring my

trouser cuffs, saying: Good that you stayed dry, good that you stayed dry.

Back then I resented the umbrella for being small, thought it shabby that Mother
came for me like this. That muttered sentence has been out for six years now, and I

have never told anyone.

Last month, cleaning the cupboard, I found the old cloth umbrella on top of it. I
opened it and froze. The canopy wore a ring of patches, stitched with tiny dense
stitches by Mother herself; one rib was bound with thin wire. So the umbrella was not
small by nature, it was old, broken and mended and used again. For six years, every
time she fetched me, she carried this umbrella; every time it hovered over my head,

and every time her shoulder got wet.

I sat in front of the cupboard with the open umbrella across my lap, motionless

for a long while. The umbrella kept my lap dry; my eyes were not dry at all.

That evening when Mother came home, I watched her hang her clothes, and the same
old spot on her shoulder still darkened first. I called to her. She turned and asked
what was wrong. I said nothing, only that I wanted to tell her: from now on, when it

rains, I will bring the umbrella, and I will come fetch you.
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She froze for a moment, then laughed, and after laughing went to the kitchen,

where the spatula kept sounding for a long time.

When we are small we cannot see certain things; we think them too small, too
shabby. Only growing a little taller do we find that the small thing was the
umbrella, and the not-small thing was the one holding it. She tilted it toward me for

six years and never said a word.
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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
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
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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.

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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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
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
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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.

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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