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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

www. vv99. net



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.

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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