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Where the Splashes Came Down

In the second week of summer vacation, Da Liu and A Gui dragged me to swim in the
little river. I stood on the riverbank, took my shoes off and put them back on; my
feet touched the water and jerked right back. They said the water was shallow. I said
it would be strange if it were not deep, because last year even the grown—ups went in
to waist height. The sand on the bank was sun—hot, and we ran barefoot all the way
and plunged into the river, the cold hitting us like a jolt that brought us back to
life.

Da Liu grabbed my arm and walked me into the river. The water came first to my
ankles, then to my knees, the cold biting upward layer by layer. At waist height he
let go. My feet found nothing under them; I panicked, clawed the surface with both
hands, and swallowed a mouthful of water. It tasted salty, or rather it was river
water mixed with the rawness of mud. A Gui shouted from the bank: tread water, do not

let your feet touch the bottom, just keep your body upright.

I practiced treading water while holding the shoulder of Da Liu. My two legs
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kicked wildly in the muddy water, and the splashes enclosed me in their middle.
Through the spray I looked at the sun, and it broke into handfuls of gold. Around the
fifteenth try, I let go with my hands, and my body stayed upright on its own. I
shouted that I had learned it, and my voice scared the ducks on the far bank ashore.
A Gui shouted from the bank: the moment your hands leave the water you are done for,
do not be afraid that your feet cannot find the bottom, for the more you fear the
more you sink. I did as he said, kept my eyes on the willow tree on the far bank, and
my body steadied little by little.

That day we competed over who could splash the highest. Da Liu dove in hard, and
when he rose the spray stood like a small tree; A Gui kicked on his back and the
splashes joined into a string of white chain; I copied them, and my splash rose only
half a person high, but every drop was sun—hot and clear as glass. Underwater I
opened my eyes: all was murky, and the only thing to see was my own bubbles running
upward string after string. We soaked until our lips turned pale before climbing out;

our feet bounced on the sun—heated flagstones, hopping and laughing all the way.

Later we went to different middle schools, and no summer could gather us again.
The winter before last, Da Liu got married and we old classmates met in the town.
After the third round of wine he brought up that river again and asked whether 1
remembered the mouthful of water I had swallowed. The whole table laughed, and my
throat tightened all at once. It turned out that the summer of that year had been
soaking in the river, waiting for us. Put your feet in, and the water is still cool,
the splashes are still bright, and the freedom and the joy are still in the place

they were.
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