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One Rainy Evening

One Rainy Evening

A grey drizzle once again filled the early summer sky. I don’t
have anything against rain as such: it’s just that I hate the way
passing motorcycles splash water and mud all over my clothes. It
even gets into my mouth. Sometimes, when I have nothing better
to do, I sit in my office, gaze out at the rain and complain bitterly
to my colleagues about the motorcycle wheels. They always urge
me to take a bus or a rickshaw, saying it isn’t worth getting
drenched in order to save a bit of money. But so far I’ve never tak-
en their advice, for in truth I enjoy walking home in the pattering
rain, sheltered beneath an umbrella. My apartment is not far from
work so I don’t need to take the tramcar. Moreover, since I don’t
own a raincoat it would be pointless for me to get on a bus filled
with people in wet mackintoshes as I would still arrive home
soaked . In any case, when night falls and the street lamps are lit,
it is delightful to stroll along the street absorbing the atmosphere.
The sights and sounds of the metropolis — especially in the rain —
never fail to entertain me, even though I inevitably get covered in
mud and water. Passing vehicles and pedestrians become hazy
through the misty drizzle; yellow light floods, and is reflected in
the wide streets and every now and again the odd flash of green or
red beams out of the mist like a policeman’s beacon, making the

passersby blink. When it rains heavily the sound of human voices,
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One Rainy Evening

no matter how close by, seem to come from somewhere in the sky.

My colleagues usually cite my refusal to take the bus as an ex-
ample of how simple and frugal a life I lead. They little know how
much pleasure I take in thus ambling the streets. Motorcycles or
no, I wouldn’t wish to change my habits for the world. And indeed
this walk has become a habit, for I have been doing it now for
three or four years. Occasionally it crosses my mind that I should
really buy a raincoat so that I don’t get my clothes splashed, but
somehow I’ve never got around to it.

It has been raining solidly for several days now, but I’ve still
been travelling to and from work on foot with my umbrella.

Yesterday afternoon a lot of work accumulated on my desk, and
since it was still raining at four o’clock I decided to stay behind
and attend to a few more things while waiting for it to subside. By
the time I left the office at six it had long since stopped.

As I walked out into the brightly lit street I saw that the sky had
cleared. Tucking my umbrella under my arm, and dodging the
drips coming down from the rooftops, I ambled from Jiangxi Road
to the bridge on Sichuan Road. This took me about thirty minutes.
The big clock on the post office showed 6:25. Just before I reached
the bridge the sky darkened again, which I paid no heed to since I
knew dusk was falling; but no sooner had I stepped onto the bridge
than the skies opened and the rain began to fall in torrents, accom-
panied by a cacophony of sound. I looked down at the figures scut-
tling for shelter on the North Sichuan Road and along the two banks
of the Suzhou Creek . Their anxiety made me anxious too. What on

earth were they in such a panic about? It was only a bit of rain
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One Rainy Evening

after all — nothing life-threatening; yet they were running as if
from a disaster. It couldn’t be that they didn’t want to get wet be-
cause I clearly saw that even people who had raincoats and umbrel-
las were hurrying and stumbling along. It looked like a sort of un-
conscious disorder. Having said that, if I hadn’t been enjoying my
stroll in the rain so much I might also have found myself scurrying
down the bridge.

But still, why the hurry? It was raining just as hard in front of
them as behind. I opened my umbrella. It wasn’t long before I
passed the Tiantong intersection. The rain continued to thunder
down, interrupted only by the odd motorcycle which sped past be-
fore quickly disappearing into the spray. There wasn’t a tramcar or
rickshaw to be seen. I wondered where they had hidden them-
selves. As for people, there wasn’t a soul on the street. Everyone
had gathered in clusters under shop awnings or any other shelter
they could find and were staring helplessly and resentfully at the
rain. I couldn’t understand why they had bothered to buy their rain
gear.

As for myself, I found I had reached Wenjianshi Road and was
still perfectly comfortable. My umbrella protected my head and
though my feet were somewhat damp, it was nothing a pair of dry
socks wouldn’t sort out once I got home. As I walked along it
seemed to me that North Sichuan Road, shrouded in misty rain,
seemed to have an almost poetic quality about it. I didn’t think this
consciously, but was somehow aware of it as a sensation. The only
thing I was concretely aware of was the fact that I had to turn off at

the corner.
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One Rainy Evening

I leaned out into the street to see if there were any cars coming
and was about to cross over and turn into Wenjianshi Road when I
noticed a tramcar which had pulled up at the stop and was letting
passengers off. I stepped back onto the pavement and waited for it
to start up and go past. In fact there was plenty of time for me to
cross before it moved off, and I had lived in Shanghai long enough
to know the rules for pedestrians, but for some reason I didn’t
cross. Why? I had no idea.

As I waited, I counted the passengers getting out of the first-
class compartment. Why did I not count those getting out of the
third-class compartment? It was not a deliberate choice; merely the
result of the fact that the first-class compartment was at the front of
the tramcar so I could see it more clearly. The first passenger was
a Russian in a red raincoat; the second a middle-aged Japanese
woman with her head drawn in between her shoulders. She hurried
along by the side of the tramcar, opened a thick-handled Japanese
umbrella, crossed in front of the tramcar like a frightened rat and
disappeared into Wenjianshi Road. I knew her; she was the owner
of a fruit store. The third and fourth passengers were businessmen,
possibly from Ningbo. Both wore Chinese-style green rubber rain-
coats . The fifth, who was also the last, was a young lady. She had
neither umbrella nor raincoat, and must have got on the tramcar
before the rain had started and was now unfortunate enough to e-
merge into this downpour. I guessed she must have boarded the
tramcar quite a long way away — at least a few stops beyond the
Carter Road stop. She descended and stepped awkwardly onto the
pavement. Her slender shoulders shuddered with cold. By this
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