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The Distance of One River

In mid—July my son named the little river with the small fish as his wish. That
river was the river of my own childhood, ninety kilometers out of the city, an hour
and a half by navigation. His father started the engine and we simply went. The back
seat held a small net, a water gun, and a big towel, and the boy pressed his face to
the window asking all the way whether we had arrived. His father said soon, and he
counted on his fingers, could not count it out, and switched to asking how many
traffic lights were left.

The river was shallower than in memory. He stepped in wearing sandals and pulled
the first foot right back, calling it cold. The second foot stayed, and he stood in
the water calling me to come down. His father got in before me, crouched in the river
pretending to be a stone, was seen through by the boy, and laughed until he could not

straighten up. I took off my shoes on the bank and walked a few steps with him; the
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water reached my calves and the coolness climbed up my legs. Suddenly he bent to cup
water, lifted a handful, and it leaked away through his fingers, leaving only a small
fish as long as a finger flopping in his palm. He crouched and returned the fish to

the water, gentler than anyone.

We stayed by the river the whole afternoon. A wind off the river pressed his wet
clothes against his back; he did not complain of the cold, bent over, and felt along
the cracks between stones. He caught and released, released and caught, swinging the
net until it whistled, and in the end caught nothing but soaked himself through. When
the sun went down he had peeled an armful of sunburned skin and did not complain of
pain, only laughed. On the way home he fell asleep in the back seat with river sand
clinging to his eyelashes. He drank none of the water from the thermos; instead he
poured in half a pot of river water, saying it was for the fish I keep on the balcony

to live in.

As I sat on the stone by the river watching him, I suddenly noticed that he had
grown tall. The child I had carried over the threshold last year now waded through
water on his own, steadier than I was. The river was still that river, the water
still that coolness; the river I had soaked in as a girl was soaking him now. The way

time passes became visible and touchable in that moment.

On the morning we left, his father asked only one question, where to, and the boy
answered, that river, so we really went. No guidebook, no hotel booking, one backpack
and one towel. I used to think an outing must be solemn and well-prepared; now I
think what the child wants is not a scenic spot but the feeling that when he speaks,
someone takes him seriously. He will not remember the kilometers or the road; he will
remember that handful of water leaking through his fingers and the little fish set

free.

At night, soaking in the bathtub, he was still laughing when he suddenly said,
let us go again next summer. I said yes. For that one sentence alone, the river is

worth ninety kilometers.

www. vv99. net



