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A Summer by the Pond

That summer, I was sent to my grandmothers house in the village. The bus stopped
at the village entrance, and a bamboo basket of hers was already waiting on the stone
steps, holding six duck eggs still dotted with mud. She led me around the old house
and said: look, the pond. It was not big, ringed with reeds along the bank, and when
the wind passed, the leaves tapped out soft, broken sounds against each other. Water
lilies floated on the surface, and the dark green water under the leaves lay

perfectly still, as if something were hiding in it.
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The next afternoon, my cousin rolled his trousers up to his knees and tipped his
chin at me: come on, lets gather river snails. I followed him into the shallow water
at the edge of the pond. The mud under my feet softly closed around my ankles, and
the coolness climbed from the soles all the way up my back. I squatted, slid my hand
under the water grass, and my fingertips met a small hard shell. The thin 1lid on its
mouth flinched away at a touch. I held it up and shouted: I got one! My cousin did

not even look up: gently, do not crush it.

The afternoon sun warmed a thin layer of the water, but the deeper part stayed
cold. My hand reached forward through the mud, touched one shell, then another, like
finding a string of beads someone had hidden. Water grass tangled around my wrist; I
shook it off, and my palm was slick with green. My cousin worked fast, snails filling
the gaps between his fingers, mud still clinging to their shells, and he dropped them
into the bucket one by one until the bottom rang. I refused to lose, and plunged both
hands into the water the way he did, but I grabbed too wildly and hauled up half a

handful of broken shells, and my cousin doubled over laughing.

As the sun leaned west, dragonflies skimmed low over the surface, round after
round. The shadow of the reeds spread slowly from one side of the pond to the other.
Grandmother stood on the ridge and called: come home, supper is ready. Her voice
drifted across the water, slower than usual and brighter than usual. My cousin and I
carried half a bucket of snails back. Each time the bucket swung, a little water
splashed out and hit the tops of our feet. The dog trotted at our heels, its nose
pressed to the bucket.

Grandmother poured the snails into a metal basin, snipped off the tips of their
tails, and stir—fried them in the wok. The smell of scallion and garlic rushed out of
the kitchen and crossed the whole yard. The family moved the small square table onto
the porch. Grandfather picked the meat out with a pin and slurped loudly, pretending
to tease: a town child cannot manage this. [ snatched the pin, picked and slurped,
and the snail meat burst in my mouth with a spicy kick. Grandfather laughed and gave

me the last one.

At night, the empty shells piled into a little mountain on the porch. My
fingernails still held pond mud; I washed three times and it stayed. The geese called
on the far side of the pond, one cry long, one short. I stuck my feet out past the
edge of the bamboo bed and fell asleep listening, still squatting by the pond in my

dream, hands in the mud, touching one shell, then another.

The day before school started, I put my feet in the pond one last time. The water
was cold, as if the season had changed. I walked back carrying a basket full of
snails, and grandmother met me at the gate: next summer, the snails in this pond will

still grow this plump. I did not answer, only handed her the basket, while inside I
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had already marked down the next summer.
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The Pond Belonged to My Cousin

My cousin was called Shuisheng, raised by the pond since he was small; he could
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grope from one end to the other with his eyes shut. That summer a little cousin
arrived from the city, thin, standing on the ridge refusing to step down. Shuisheng
rolled his trousers to the knees, went in first, stamped twice, and said over his
shoulder: the mud is soft, like stepping on tofu. The city boy tried one foot, pulled
it back, put it out again, wobbled his whole body, and still stood. Water splashed

onto his white shoes; he looked down at it and suddenly laughed.

Gathering snails meant squatting in the water and pushing the hand along the pond
mud. Shuisheng showed him: five fingers slightly bent, like a little rake. The city
boy put his hand in the same way and pulled out a snail with green mud hanging on its
shell. He gripped too hard, there was a crack, and the shell broke in his palm.
Shuisheng did not laugh at him. He picked the biggest snail out of his own bucket and

placed it in the small hand: this one replaces it, keep going.

The city boy loosened up little by little. At first he only dared squat in the
shallows; then he followed Shuisheng toward the deeper part until the water reached
his waist, both hands grabbing wildly in the air, catching hold of Shuishengs arm.
Shuishengs feet stood firm in the mud, and he said: spread your toes, grip the
ground. The boy did as told, and even with water at his waist he no longer panicked;
instead he tilted his face up to let the sun warm the top of his head and said the
coolness below felt good. A water bug crawled across his arm; he watched it and did

not flick it off. An hour earlier, that would have made him jump out of the pond.

When the sun dropped behind the hill, both buckets were nearly half full.
Shuisheng lifted his and weighed it: enough, lets go home. The city boy wanted to
keep searching; he looked back once at the pond. Its surface lay flat, the water
lilies half closed. He followed Shuisheng up the ridge, mud squeezing between his
toes, leaving a footprint at every step. Out on the path the bucket sloshed water
out, and two or three snails rolled along with it. The boy squatted to pick them up,

hugged them to his chest, and the mud on their shells smeared all over him.

Grandmother set up the wok at the gate. The snails went into the basin hissing,
steam mixing with the smell of scallion and ginger all the way up to the eaves.
Shuisheng picked the meat out fast, one pin, one snail. The city boy was still
wrestling with one: pin in, half a turn, slurp out, and the meat snapped inside the
shell, only half of it coming. Grandmother dropped a big one onto his plate: slowly,
turn it as you pick. He tried turning it, and this time the whole piece came out. He
held it up for Shuisheng to see, and Shuisheng tapped the rim of his bowl with the

bucket edge, which counted as applause.

The night was cool, and bamboo beds were set out on the porch. Shuishengs feet
still showed the white wrinkled skin from a days soaking. He scratched at it while

explaining the ponds ways: snails hide under the grass by day and climb to the stones
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at night, so a night hunt is fatter than a daytime one. The city boys eyes lit up: so
do we go tonight? Shuisheng thought a moment: tomorrow night. Tonight let the mud on

your feet dry out first.

The next evening the two came back again, trouser legs equally high, the bucket
heavier than the day before. The city boy walked in front, steadier than yesterday;
the dog recognized him and circled his legs. In the dusk the pond turned into a piece
of dark blue cloth. The two stood on the ridge, said nothing, each laughed once on

their own, then put their feet into the water together.
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The Evening of Half a Basket of Snails

After school started, an empty snail shell stood in the pen holder on my desk,
its mouth facing the lamp, clean inside. My deskmate asked where it came from, and I
said from my grandmothers pond. She asked if it was fun. I thought for a moment,

could not answer, and only told her about that one evening.

That afternoon we went into the pond to gather snails, my cousin and I each
taking a corner of it. Under the water grass lay another world: tiny shrimp swimming
upside down along the leaves, a row of rice—grain—sized eggs hanging on one blade,
swaying softly when a finger brushed them. I dropped the snails one by one into the
basket hung at my waist, and as it grew heavier it pulled my whole body off balance.
My cousin called from the other side: do not go too deep, the grass will tangle your
feet. I answered her, and my foot found a slippery stone; along the edge of that

stone sat a row of snails, bigger than the ones under the grass.

When I got carried away gathering, the sun was already slanting. The surface of
the water first shone too brightly to look at, then darkened layer by layer, the
reeds turning from gold to blue-black. A dragonfly rested on a reed tip, its wings
pale in the dusk. I straightened up; the basket at my waist hung heavy, and a count
showed nearly half full. My cousin came ashore too, her basket heavier than mine, and
she poured half of hers into mine: carry it for a stretch, grandmothers house is

closer from here.

The way home followed the field ridges. The rice had headed out, and the tips of
the ears brushed the backs of our hands, ticklish. The water in the paddies mirrored
the sky as it faded from orange-red to gray—blue. The frogs started with one or two
cautious calls, then merged into a whole field of sound. I switched the basket to my
other arm; it ached, but I would not let my cousin take it. Crossing the stone
bridge, I set the basket on the bridge to rest, and looked down: the little lids of
the snails opened and closed, and they crawled slowly across the basket bottom,
reached the rim, and fell back in. My cousin squatted beside and counted: thirty-

seven. | said stop counting, lets go, grandmother has called twice already.

In the kitchen, grandmother snipped the tips of the snails, the scissors going
click—click, the trimmed ones piling in the enamel basin. The wok heated up; once the
0il smoked, the snails went in with a roar, and the white steam pushed the wooden 1id
off the pot. She tossed the wok twice, scattered a handful of chili and perilla, and
the fragrance flowed back into the yard through the chimney. I squatted at the stove
door feeding firewood, and the firelight made grandmothers white hair flash bright,
then dim.

Supper on the porch was a basin of stir—fried snails, a dish of pickled cucumber,
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and a pot of mung bean soup. Grandfather carried the radio over the threshold, opera
voices mixing with the frogs. I picked snail meat with a mouth full of spice and
slurped mung bean soup in between. My cousin said suddenly: are we going again
tomorrow? Grandmother did not look up: yes, I washed the basket and hung it over

there.

That is all I told my deskmate. She said: thats it? I said, thats it. Nothing big
happened that evening, and the snails were not worth much either. But afterward I
kept the dried empty shell in my pen holder, and when I went back to the village the
next summer, I set it back on the stone by the pond. The water lay flat, and under

the water lilies the snails went on growing, one by one.
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