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The Crab General

Summer vacation began, and Xiao Man and I formed a squad. Our target was the
crabs under the stone slabs beside the waterwheel at the river bend. We went every
day, our sandals slapping the shallow water, splashing the bank. As the days went by
we knew the bank by heart: which slab had moss underneath, which clump of water grass
hid small fish. Xiao Man said, whoever catches the biggest crab is the Crab General.
I asked, and the one who catches the smallest. He thought a moment and said, the

smallest one is released.

On the third day we really found one. I lifted a thin stone slab, and under it
lay a crab the size of half a coin, motionless, like a black pebble. I held my breath

and said, do not move, there is one. Xiao Man rushed over, his foot slipped on the
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moss, and he grabbed my shoulder, and the two of us just stared at the crab, not
daring to breathe. The crab had a mark like a crescent moon on its back, and its
little legs moved very slightly. I counted to three with my lips, and we both reached

out at once.

Xiao Man reached out and caught at it with his hand. He pinched from the front,
and the crab raised its two pincers and clamped onto his finger. Ow, he shouted, but
he did not let go, and the crab hung from his finger while he shook his hand. I
laughed at him, and he shouted, what are you laughing at, it is pinching me. But he
was laughing too, laughing and shaking, and the crab was shaken off into the water.

We sat on the stone and laughed some more.

I taught him the method my grandfather taught me: press the back of the crab with
thumb and forefinger, and its pincers cannot reach back. He tried again, his hand
shaking, and when he really pressed it he shouted again, it is moving, it is moving.
But this time he held it. The two pincers of the crab stretched in the air, and Xiao
Man, frightened, put it into the bucket, then reached in again to count and make sure

it was really there.

We turned slab after slab, and the sun slanted west, and the water glittered so
brightly we could hardly keep our eyes open. At dusk we counted seven crabs. The
biggest was caught by Xiao Man, the smallest by me. The smallest had only one pincer
left, propping itself on the ground with that one pincer, not moving at all. The two
of us looked at each other and set it free. Xiao Man even shouted after it, go on,
General Crab. The 1id of the bucket was weighed down with a stone, and we agreed that

tomorrow we would catch the one under the big slab.

The next day two small dots stayed on the finger of Xiao Man, red and clear, and
we showed them to each other like medals. Grown-ups say catching crabs at the river
is dangerous. We do not think so: pinched once, laughing once, that is what summer
vacation is for. That year, both of us believed we were the Crab General. Even now,
grown up, whenever I see a small stream I still feel like bending down to turn over a

couple of stones.
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The Crab Lesson of My Cousin

My cousin came to the village for summer vacation and pestered me every day to
take him out. I took him to the river to catch crabs. It was his first time on the
river bank, and he ran a few steps ahead of me, shouting that he would find the crab
first, bouncing along, even losing one sandal on the way, asking question after
question: do crabs bite, how big are crabs, am I brave enough to catch one. I said

crabs pinch but do not bite, and whether you are brave we will see when we get there.

Under the stones by the river there were many crabs. I turned one over and he
came close to look. A crab ran sideways and he shouted, it runs crooked. I said all
crabs run sideways. He asked why they do not run straight. I said I do not know. He
asked why. I said I do not know, look it up yourself when you grow up. He said then
when I grow up I will look it up and tell you. I said good, I will remember those

words.

A crab was wedged in a crack of rock, as big as a finger. I said, you catch it.
He rolled up his sleeves, first poking the crab with a small pebble until the crab
raised its pincers, then reaching out to pinch — not the back but the base of the
pincers — and the crab clamped on. He froze for one second before crying out, a loud
wah, tears rolling in his eyes, yet his hand did not let go. The crab dangled from

his hand and swung, and his other hand waved wildly, shouting, cousin, cousin.
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I took the crab off his hand. He shook his hand and cried, and crying, he
suddenly burst into laughter himself, saying he had pinched the pincers of the crab,
so of course the crab pinched him. He laughed at himself until he squatted down. I
lifted that crab and showed him where the back of the crab is and where the base of
the pincers is, and I even let him stroke the back of the crab once. Then I said, let
me teach you once more: press the back, do not touch the pincers. He nodded, his hand
still aching, and went to catch a second crab. This time he pressed right, and ran

holding the crab up, shouting for me to come and see, louder than anyone.

When we left there were five crabs in the bucket. My cousin suddenly said he did
not want to take them home. [ asked why. He said crabs have homes too, and maybe
there are baby crabs at home. I thought a moment and poured the crabs back one by one
beside the cracks. He squatted and talked to the crabs, saying go home, I will come

see you next year.

On the way back he held up the pinched finger and told everyone he met that a
crab had pinched him, laughing each time he told it. Passing the little shop, he told
the shopkeeper auntie as well, and she laughed and gave him a sweet. Grandma felt
sorry for him, and he comforted her in return, saying the crab only pinched him once
and he had pressed the crab twice, so he had won. I walked behind laughing. This

summer, he will probably talk about crabs the whole term.
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The Crab Catching Contest

Over summer vacation the three of us set up a contest at the river: catching
crabs by hand, ten minutes each, whoever catches more wins, and the loser buys
popsicles. The rules were set by A Liang, who even drew a line on the stone slab with
chalk as a starting line. Da Yong said drawing a line was useless, crabs do not
recognize lines. A Liang said whether they recognize it is the crabs affair, whether

I draw it is my affair.

A Liang went first. He lifted the stone slabs gently, turning one and checking
one, and for a long while nothing happened. Suddenly he called out in a low voice,
come quick, a big one. We crowded over. Under the slab was a crab as big as a
fingernail, its two pincers stretched open. A Liang reached for it from the back. He
did catch it, but the crab struggled and slid out between his fingers into the water
grass and vanished. The three of us lay along the bank staring into the water, nobody

saying a word, a sight that is funny just to remember now.

Da Yong went second. He volunteered, saying watch me. His method was wild: his
hand swept straight into the rock crack. He swept up a crab, and the crab clamped
onto his thumb. He cried out and jumped, hopping on one foot across the stones,
hopping into the water and back out again. We laughed until we could not stand
straight. He shook his hand and the crab fell back into the water. He held up his
thumb for everyone to see, two small red dots on it, and said, see that, the crab

stamped me with its seal.

I went third and caught three small ones, the biggest still smaller than a
fingernail. Counting up, I won. A Liang was not convinced, saying a crab that pinched
Da Yong should not count. Da Yong said being pinched still counts as catching. We
argued for half a day, and in the end the solution was to put the three crabs back
into the water and let them swim, and whichever reached the far bank first would win.
The crabs had no wish to swim; all three huddled together and would not move. So the
three of us simply released them all — the contest had only ever been a pretext

anyway.
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On the way home Da Yong was still telling the story of his seal, on its third
telling, and we laughed along for the third time. A Liang said next summer we compete
again, nobody allowed to use a net, and whoever uses a net is a puppy. We wiped the

mud off our hands on our trouser legs, and the sun stretched three shadows long.

The popsicles that day ended up one each for all three, and nobody treated
anybody. Da Yong said a person pinched by a crab has earned the right to a popsicle.
We thought that made sense, so we all ate. That is how things at the river go:
catching or not catching does not matter; only when you have laughed enough has the

summer truly passed.
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