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The Little River Took In Our Whole Summer

The day the last exam papers were collected, my cousin and I biked straight to
the little river. The willows along the road laid their shadows across half the path,
the summer heat was pressed into the gaps between the leaves, and the wind on our

faces was already the wind of vacation.

The little river is not wide and not deep; at its deepest the water reaches a
calf. We rolled up our trouser legs and stepped in, and the stuffiness of a whole
afternoon scattered in one shiver. The riverbed is paved with round stones; our feet
slipped on them, our bodies swayed, and the laughter ran out first. Stones that had
soaked a long time, picked up and held against the sun, were clear as a piece of

jade.

Suddenly my cousin scooped up a handful of water and threw it at me. It broke

apart in the sun, every petal of the splash bright. I dodged and still got half my
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face wet, then bent down and answered with two handfuls. We splashed back and forth,
the sprays rising one after another and falling on the backs of dragonflies circling

above the water, which flew off shaking their wet wings.

Tired of splashing, we bent looking for flat stone slabs to skip. My cousin chose
one, swung it sideways, and it hopped four times along the surface, each hop pushing
up a small splash. I learned by throwing; my first stones plopped straight in, making
muffled mushroom—shaped sprays. Later my wrist learned the flick, a stone skipped

twice, and I shouted louder than when I got an answer right in an exam hall.

Taking a rest, I spotted a fish as long as a finger in the shallows, standing
motionless by the watergrass. I cupped my hands to scoop it, and it flicked its tail
and shot away; the splash from its tail landed right on the tip of my nose, cold
enough to sting. My cousin said the fish in this river had all grown clever, watching
people year after year until they saw right through us. We stopped chasing it after
that, and squatted at the edge of the shallows watching it stand there, quiet for a
little while.

That afternoon nobody asked about scores and nobody mentioned tutoring classes
for the new term. The little river flowed slowly, water passing around our feet, and
time itself seemed rinsed smooth. Standing in the water watching cloud shadows drift
over the surface, I felt the summer vacation truly begin not on the day school closed

but in this wet—-footed moment.

Going home at dusk, I looked back from the bridge. The setting sun spread gold
over the river, every splash we had raised had gone quiet, and the water lay flat
again as if nothing had happened. But I knew this vacation would remember my pair of

feet, and I would remember this river.
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