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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
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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
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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Mum’ s Cloth Shoes Were Soaked Through

Zhouzhou spotted the cloth shoes first. In a snowstorm that heavy, everyone at
the school gate wore padded boots or snow boots, except one person in a pair of black
cloth shoes, their uppers already darkened with water, pressing into the slush and
pulling out, leaving wet holes in the snow. He stared for a moment before he

recognized it was his mum.

It began half an hour earlier. At dismissal the snow was falling cheerfully, and
the plane tree branches outside the classroom window bowed under the weight of snow.
Zhouzhou stood under the awning of the gatehouse, hands tucked into his sleeves. He
had checked the forecast that morning, knew there would be snow, yet forgotten his
umbrella. Zhao Lei’ s father came to pick him up by car, snowflakes melting in streaks
down the window, and Zhao Lei waved goodbye, shouting that he should wait for an
umbrella. On the snow pile beside the awning a fresh layer lay smooth and untouched,
and Zhouzhou drew a crooked umbrella on it with his toe, then felt silly and scraped

the mark away.
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Mum came up at a quick step, holding the umbrella over his head, smiling that she
was not too late. Zhouzhou looked up and saw the wisps of hair by her temples wet
from the snow, stuck to her face, her nose tip frozen red. His eyes dropped back to
those cloth shoes, water still seeping from the toes, a dark patch showing through
the white socks. His throat moved, but he said nothing. He reached up, unwound the
scarf from his own neck, wound it twice around hers, and tied it in a hard knot, his
fingers clumsy. Mum said his scarf was cold with snow on it. He tucked the ends in
tightly and said, you came to fetch me in cloth shoes, so if I wrap you up you will
not be cold. Mum looked down at the hard knot and laughed out loud, but did not untie
it.

The two of them squeezed under one umbrella heading home. The umbrella was small,
just right for one person, tight for two, so their shoulders had to touch. Snowflakes
flew slantwise, crackling on the canopy, and the water dripping from its rim punched
a row of little pits in the snow. Mum' s steps were smaller than usual, each one
avoiding the deepest slush; when the cloth shoes found clean snow they went crunch.
Zhouzhou took the umbrella handle, held it high, and leaned it toward Mum. Her hand
covered his on the handle, helping him keep it steady. The street lamps came on, the
light columns full of spinning snow, and their two shadows merged into one patch on
the ground. Passing the bun shop, its glass doors opened and closed, white steam
pouring out. Mum bought two bean—paste buns and pushed them into his hands, saying

eat them on the way, keep the cold out.

At home, Mum took off the cloth shoes first, leaving a ring of dark water on the
doormat. Stockinged, she stepped onto the floor and went first to feel his schoolbag
for any wetness. Zhouzhou stood in the doorway, still holding the half-eaten bun,
watching his mother’ s back: cloth shoes soaked, and on her scarf his clumsy hard
knot. He popped the last bite of bun into his mouth. Bean paste filling, warm,

traveling all the way from his throat down into his stomach.
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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.

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. I
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. | 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.
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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. 1 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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