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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

one and carrying their children away. I had no umbrella. Mother was at work and
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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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