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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
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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.

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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