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The Listener Under the Eaves

Grandmother used to say that summer rain is a guest: it comes the moment it
thinks of coming, without ceremony. That afternoon I was cooling off under the eaves
when I watched this guest enter the village. First the dog at the east end barked
twice, then stopped. I looked up: a black cloud was crossing overhead, as if someone
were painting the sky back with a huge brush. Then the wind came into the village;
the leaves of the jujube tree turned up their undersides, and the whole tree showed
silver—green. Grandmother rose unhurriedly from under the eaves to take in the
clothes on the line, her movements no different from any ordinary day, as if the rain

had been appointed.

The raindrops landed on the tiles first, tap, tap, like someone counting on the
roof. Halfway through the counting, the drops fell all together, the whole roof rang
into one sound, pleasant somehow, dense as a loom at work. A row of water threads

hung from the eaves. The wooden basin in the yard had been left upside up and caught
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a handful of rain; the sound in the basin differed from the sound on the tiles, a
duller drum—drum, like another room beating its drum. I reached out a finger under

the eaves and the drops struck the pad of my finger, one by one, each with weight.

I squatted under the eaves and watched the rain. The village road became a
shallow river, its surface stitched all over with the stitches of drops. The chickens
next door hid under the woodpile, one eye peering out. The front of the little shop
across the way filled with standing people, none speaking, all watching the rain
together. Nobody carried an umbrella; nobody was in a hurry, since the rain would

always give way.

The rain really did give way. The clouds moved east, light slanted down through
the seams, and the wet village turned bright. The puddles in the yard each held a
corner; the largest one under the pomegranate tree took in the eaves, the
clothesline, and Grandmother standing under the eaves, all of it. The grandmother
inside the puddle was quiet and younger than the one under the eaves. I could not
bear to leave, and circled the puddle watching, until the sun made her reflection

dazzle.

Grandmother went into the kitchen and brought out a basin of sour plum drink that
had cooled. We sat under the eaves and drank, while rain still hung on the eaves
above, dripping into the puddles and scattering the reflection under the pomegranate
tree once more. I have remembered that taste for years: sour with sweetness, and the

sweetness carrying the coolness of that rain.

Later I sheltered from much rain in the city, under the eaves of office towers
and the roofs of bus stops. The rain struck glass tops and asphalt, and the sounds
were all correct, yet something was missing. What was missing was the tap on the
tiles, the drum—drum in the basin, and that afternoon that kept a reflection resting
in a puddle. Rain in the city only passes by; rain at the house of my grandmother
came in and sat down, and it has been sitting there for years, still falling inside

me.
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