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Conversation Under the Umbrella

At the school gate I was spinning around like a top, stamping my feet, snowflakes
drilling down my collar. I spotted Mum in the distance, jogging over with her down—
jacket hood off, a layer of snow on her hair like a dusting of sugar. The umbrella
flapped in her hand, and her other hand was tucked in her pocket. I said, it is
snowing this hard, why did you come out without an umbrella. She said an umbrella
slows you down and you would be waiting anxiously. She pulled out a hand warmer
filled with hot water, its cloth cover still warm, and pressed it into my palm. Then
she produced a pair of dry gloves, saying look how wet yours are, change them. 1
changed into the dry gloves, gripped the hand warmer, and the two of us squeezed

under one umbrella.
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The snow drummed on the canopy, a crisp sound like stir—fried beans. Mum asked
whether it was cold today and whether I had gone out to play wild during the break. 1
said cold, but the snowball fight warmed us up, and the big boy in our class took a
snowball square on the head, looking as if someone had thrown a handful of flour at
him. Mum laughed so hard the umbrella tilted, and told me not to bully him. I said
never, [ am short, my job is only making snowballs. She asked where all my snowballs
flew. I said every one went to the class monitor, since he is tall and stands there

like a target. As we talked, our steps slowed without our noticing.

The snow thickened. Outside the umbrella everything was white; under it lay a
small dry patch. Mum said suddenly that she had met a snow this heavy as a child. The
snow on the road reached her calves, and her own mother, worried, made her walk in
the footprints of the person ahead. She followed a tall uncle all the way to the town
middle school, snowmelt soaking into her shoes, and she had to warm herself by the
classroom stove for a whole period. I asked whether she had no umbrella. She said
where would umbrellas come from in those years, the whole school had only one, owned
by the dean of students, shared in a queue on rainy days. I looked at the blue-
checked umbrella in my hand and said this one is mine now. Mum said in your dreams,

it belongs to the family.

At the compound gate the snow had rounded off the flower beds and benches, the
street lamps made the falling snow glitter, flake by flake. Mum passed the umbrella
to my side, asking me to hold it a while while she patted the snow out of her hair. I
held the umbrella and watched her finish patting and zip up her jacket, and suddenly
noticed a wet patch spreading over her left shoulder, where the umbrella rim had hung
toward her side all along. I told her shoulder was wet. She said it was nothing, a
shake at home would do it. I slid the umbrella over to her side, and this time she
did not push it back, saying that was more like it. We walked on through the snow,

the umbrella leaning this way and that, and neither of us got wet.

The elevator was broken, so we climbed six floors. Mum panted in the stairwell,
and I counted the steps behind her. At the last floor she said, why was the road so
short today. I said because we talked the whole way. She glanced back at me and
laughed, then fished another hand warmer out of her pocket and said the second one is
yours too, to warm your hands on the way. [ gripped two hand warmers and watched a
few flakes of snow drift in through the window crack, land on the stair railing, and

vanish in a blink.
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