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The Umbrella Tilted Sideways

When the dismissal bell rang, the snow was falling hard. I walked to the doorway
of the teaching building with my schoolbag and stopped. The flakes were big and
dense, slanting sideways. The street lamps had not come on yet; the sky pressed down
black over the playground, everything white and blurred, and the basketball hoop a
few meters away was only a fuzzy shadow. One by one my classmates were picked up,
their umbrellas swaying once in the curtain of snow and vanishing. I retreated under
the eave of the gatehouse, tightened my bag straps, and stood stamping my feet,
watching the school gate.

Under the eave the snow melted and dripped onto the ground, drop by drop. The old
man who sold roasted sweet potatoes was closing his stall, covering the stove
tightly, its heat escaping through the cracks as white smoke that tangled with the
snow. I took out my phone, thought about calling, then put it back. Mum had run a

www. vv99. net



fever just that morning, and her voice was still hoarse when she left home. The snow
fell harder. A thin layer gathered on my eyebrows and shoulders, so I pulled my
uniform hood on and kept waiting. Fewer and fewer people remained at the gate, until

only the light in the gatehouse and the hush of falling snow were left.

Suddenly a figure appeared through the snow curtain, umbrella pulled low, its top
bright with a thick layer of snow. As it came closer, it was Mum. Her scarf and hair
were covered with snow, the right shoulder of her padded jacket already white, yet
the umbrella hung completely over my head. She said, you must have been waiting long.
The road is slippery, so I walked slowly. She pressed a thermos cup into my hand and
said the sweet potato porridge is still hot. I gripped the cup, so hot that I

switched hands, and something inside me turned hot too.

We walked home under one umbrella. The snow drummed on the canopy, puff, puff,
like someone scattering handfuls of rice overhead. At the crossing the snow had been
trodden into slush. Mum walked on the outer side, each step steady. Walking along, 1
noticed the umbrella was tilted, tilted toward my side. On her side its rim hung with
a thin curtain of snow, and her right shoulder stayed out in the open. I pushed the
umbrella toward her; she pushed it right back, her hand firm, saying she was not cold
and my schoolbag was already wet. I looked up at her. Tiny grains of snow clung to
her eyelashes and melted into water the moment she blinked. I stopped pushing and
instead leaned my whole body toward her, shoulder against shoulder. Her arm stiffened

for a moment, then relaxed and let me lean.

By the time we reached our building, half of me was dry and the snow on her right
shoulder had melted into a dark patch. She went upstairs to open the door, and 1
stood in the stairway watching her pat the snow off her shoulder. What she could not
pat off she wiped away with her hand, wiping it into a small wet patch. The umbrella
stood by the door, its ribs still holding unmelted snow. It suddenly came back to me
that when I was little it was the same umbrella, tilted the same way. All these

years, the umbrella had always been tilted.
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