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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.

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
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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

had already marked down the next summer.

www. vv99. net



