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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.
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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 1lid
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,
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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