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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

moss, and he grabbed my shoulder, and the two of us just stared at the crab, not
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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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