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The Red Umbrella


Paulie dashed down the hallway to the coat rack and cupboard by the
door.

Scarf.

Coat.

Shoes.

Or boots?

Shoes were more comfortable, but boots were
warmer.

Nannette would have told her – and have
predicted the weather just by glancing out the window – but for
this week Paulie was on her own.

Shoes.

No, boots.

Paulie stopped herself and took a deep
breath.

Stop rushing. She could do this. For crying
out loud, she wasn’t a little girl any more. Just because her
roommate had gone away for a few days didn’t mean her life was
going to fall apart. Goodness, she was now a university student,
beginning her life of world travels. She didn’t need someone
holding her hand. The country outside her front door was home – at
least for the next year – and she was going to conquer it.

Boots.

She straightened. Her long brown hair was
caught in her scarf, but that was easily fixed with a flick of her
hand.

Okay. She was set.

She picked up her bag, slung it over her
shoulder, then reached for her umbrella.

She smiled. Her red umbrella always made her
smile.

She picked it up and ran her finger along
the curved plastic handle. Where would I be without you?

Last-minute check: keys, ID, pack of
tissues, phone, map, money, phrasebook, class textbook, notepad,
pen, spare pen. And umbrella, of course.

She took one more deep breath and then let
herself out of the apartment.

In the hallway she pushed the button for the
lift, then pushed it again with an extra, urgent jiggle. The hum of
the machinery grew louder and had almost reached her floor when the
door to apartment 16 opened.

Paulie sighed. She considered taking the
stairs, but the neighbour had already spotted her.

“Bonjour,” said the short man with a
smile and nod.

“Bonjour,” Paulie nodded in return.
To take the stairs now would be impolite.

It’s not that she had anything against the
little man. It was the lift she disliked.

The door opened, revealing a space not much
bigger than a coffin. French lifts were made for one person – even
if the notice insisted six could fit. To share such a space with
another was an extremely intimate experience when compared to the
commodious lifts back home in Melbourne.

The man gestured for her to enter and then
followed her in.

She held the umbrella handle to her chest,
its furled material shielding her. As the lift lurched and began
its descent, she turned her attention to the ceiling.

The man muttered something in French.

Paulie glanced at him and noticed his
enquiring gaze. “Pardon?” she said. She felt silly saying
such words in French. To her ear she just seemed to be speaking
English with a fake accent, which felt disrespectful. And yet,
honestly, this was the way people spoke.

“Comment ça va?” the man said.

“Oh.” Her mind whirred for a split-second
before she responded, “Très bien,” the aspirated first
syllable tickling the back of her throat.

The man smiled and spoke again, this time
his words too fast to decipher.

Paulie froze, considering her options. She
could smile and nod, but what if he were telling her of some
ailment? “Oui” was probably a safe bet – as people usually
liked to be agreed with – unless this was one of those occasions
when “Non” was the proper response. Or she could try
“Bon,” but she always felt like she’d just stepped out of a
Poirot episode when she said that. Then there was
“D’accord,” which also implied agreement, but was this one
of those times when agreement was needed?

In the end she simply giggled and shrugged
her shoulders.

The man nodded, friendly but resigned, and
turned his own attention to the ceiling.

The lift jerked to a stop. Its doors opened
and Paulie and the man both exited. With a mutual, “Au
revoir,” they parted ways.

Paulie stepped into the outdoors to find a
gentle rain pattering down.

She opened her umbrella, its long wire arms
reaching out and protecting her. Each droplet made a soft tap as it
hit the waterproof fabric – detoured to the ground by the red
canopy, leaving her dry.

As she made her way to the Metro, she noted
the people she passed. A few sheltered from the drizzle under the
awning of the general store and took the opportunity to engage each
other in conversation. Others pulled the collars of their coats up
around their ears, dug their hands into their pockets and kept
walking. Some had remembered to carry umbrellas, blue or black or
green, but she held the only red one on the whole street.

Paulie loved the rain. Water showed a place
off to its best. It was nature’s way of wiping down doors, windows,
walls and polishing leaves and flowers – leaving behind perfect,
clear, sparkling droplets that caught the sunlight like
diamonds.

Her boots made a wonderful splashing sound
as she marched towards the station, the cobblestone street beneath
her feet shining like it had just been lacquered.

As she descended the stairs to the Metro,
she carefully closed her umbrella, tucking each fold of fabric into
position. She ran her finger over the velcro strap’s frayed edges,
recalling how many times she had caught herself fiddling with it
when she was nervous. Had she fiddled with it in the lift that
morning? She didn’t think so.

She hooked the umbrella handle over her arm,
freeing her hands to fish her travel card out of her pocket. She
swiped the card and stepped through the gates, then descended
another set of stairs on to the platform. The clock suggested she
could make it to class on time, but it would require a brisk walk
after a punctual train.

The quiet of the station platform was broken
by the whipping sound relayed along the rails, heralding the train.
Paulie stepped forward in preparation. The doors don’t open
themselves, she reminded herself as the train rumbled into view. It
was those simple little things that still caught her out after
three weeks of trial and error, embarrassing as well as
confusing.

The train eased to a stop. Paulie grabbed
hold of the door handle, moving it in an arc as Nannette had shown
her, and was relieved when the doors flew open. The mechanism still
made no sense, but at least she could operate it.

She stepped on board and chose a seat near a
middle-aged woman reading a paperback. As the train began moving
again, Paulie surreptitiously inspected the occupants of the
carriage.

A group of primary school-aged children were
seated across from her, deep in conversation. She had noted young
French children seemed more serious and self-assured than
Australian or English children, although she had not yet befriended
one to test her assumption. She considered whether now was a good
time to start a conversation with one of them, but nerves got the
better of her. After all, they were in a group. Perhaps it would be
easier to try making friends with just one or two children.

Further along the carriage sat a man with
white hair and a checkered scarf. He seemed to be surveying the
other passengers with a similar curiosity. Paulie averted her eyes
as his gaze passed her. Although she loved watching people, she
hated the awkwardness of actually catching another person’s eye.
For a few moments she inspected the buttons of her coat in the hope
she had not drawn his attention.

When she looked up again and surveyed the
opposite side of the carriage, she noted a young couple, the woman
leaning her head into the shoulder of the young man as he drew her
closer to him. They talked softly to each other and smiled – at
ease in each other’s company and yet buzzing with excitement at
being together. She couldn’t help wondering about the effect of
French whispers. But there would be plenty of time for that once
she’d mastered the language.

The language! She came to her senses with a
start. What was the next station? Before she had simply waited for
Nannette to stand up and then followed suit, but today she had to
be self-reliant. She caught the end of the announcement as the
train began slowing, but couldn’t recognise it. Her mind seemed
even more sluggish today than normal. She leaned forward and looked
out the window as the train pulled into the station.

The familiar signs of Cluny La Sorbonne came
into view but she didn’t trust her judgement until the train
stopped and she could yank the door open to let herself out.
Glancing up she saw the colourful mosaics across the ceiling. Yes,
this was her stop. She sighed. Goodness knows where she could have
ended up if she hadn’t come to her senses.

Trotting up the stairs she chided herself on
how much she’d relied on Nannette. She could not be a world
traveller if she wasn’t able to look after herself.

The people in front of her opened their
umbrellas as they reached the top of the stairs. Paulie reached for
her umbrella.

But it wasn’t there.

She faltered, her legs halting in
mid-stride. It should be hanging on her arm. Had it fallen?

She dashed back down the stairs, looking
along each step and even at the umbrellas held by those passing
her. Perhaps someone had picked it up.

Finding nothing she swiped her travel card
again and returned to the station platform. Perhaps, just perhaps
it was somewhere there?

But already there was the sinking feeling of
realisation. The last time she had seen the umbrella was when she
sat down on the train. She had no recollection of picking it up as
she left.

A lump formed in her throat. Was it really
gone?

The rumble of the next train gave her hope.
Could she get on this train and follow it? At the final station,
maybe she could dash across to the other side of the platform and
it would be waiting for her. Or maybe there would be a station
master to explain her plight to.

Somehow.

In French.

Or with hand signals.

The train doors opened as people got off and
she hovered in the doorway, deliberating.

It was her red umbrella. Her friend. She
could not just abandon it. There had to be a way to find it.

Together, she and her umbrella had been
through thick and thin for over ten years. They’d travelled to New
Zealand when she was twelve and to Los Angeles when she was
sixteen. Now they’d made it to Europe and it was just the beginning
of a lifetime of adventures. It couldn’t be over now, so soon.

The doors closed, bringing her back to her
senses.

It was no use. The umbrella was gone.

She knew it, but it wasn’t yet real.

With a deep breath she centred herself.
There would be time to come to terms with what happened. Right now
she was an adult on her way to university, running late for class.
She could get through the day without an umbrella.

In a daze, she forced herself back towards
the stairs.

 


***

 


By the time she returned to street level, the drizzle
had finally stopped. The faint rays of the sun were encroaching on
the clouds, promising a reprieve from the gloom that started the
day.

Paulie wandered along the alleys trying to
retrace the route Nannette had taken her each morning. Her mind was
stunned, still processing the split-second mistake that she would
no doubt berate herself over for years to come. She barely took in
her surroundings as her feet progressed along the pavement,
following muscle memory until she came to the gates of the
university.
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