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The Water Gun of My Cousin

Of the last afternoon of that summer at my cousin of the village, I remember
everything through his water gun. The gun later hung on a nail in the storage room, a
crack on its body wound round with tape. But that afternoon it was the most fearsome

thing on the whole threshing ground.

The evening before, the village children had made the appointment: tomorrow
afternoon, a water fight on the threshing ground. My cousin asked whether I dared
come. | nodded very hard. I had never fought such a fight in the city. Fights where 1

lived happened on the open ground below the buildings, a few people, a few guns, and
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then everyone went home. The village fight was different. People came from every
direction, and the biggest of them, Xiaohu, carried a big press—-rod cannon gun that

could fire a huge stream at once.

The next afternoon everyone gathered at the well to pick teams. The method was
counting off: one, two, one, two; the ones against the twos. My cousin and I landed
on one side, Xiaohu on the other. There was a snag: our side was one gun short. My
cousin pressed his shiny blue-black gun into my hands and dug a dusty old one out of
the corner by the wall. Its stock had a crack, and pressing it with a finger made

water seep out. He said this one was his, a perfect match for me.

Filling happened at the well. A bucket came up on the windlass, and the children
dipped their guns into it to fill them, passing each full gun down the line. My new
gun had a rubber stopper that had gone loose, and I had to bite it tight with my
teeth; it took me three tries. The cannon of Xiaohu had a wide mouth; a bucket of
water went in and half a bucket spilled onto the well platform, and the moss by the

well shone where the water washed it.

The battle had no signal; Xiaohu fired first. From across the threshing ground he
let a cannon shot fly over the haystack into our crowd, the water bursting on the
ground, and three of us had our pant legs soaked. My cousin shouted scatter, and we
ran around the haystack. I crouched behind the threshing machine with the new gun and
hit Xiaohu twice on the shoulder; the back of his neck went dark at once. He turned
looking for the shooter while I laughed under the tin belly of the machine, my

shoulders shaking.

My cousin was having a hard time. His old gun fired five shots and leaked three,
water running down his arm, so he simply stood the muzzle down in the bucket and
refilled after every shot. Xiaohu closed in on him, and the two faced each other
across a grain bucket. My cousin fired his last stream into the face of Xiaohu, who
wiped his face, laughed loudly, and tackled him, and the two rolled in the chaff of

the threshing ground, neither one winning.

The sun fell behind the hill, and the grown—ups called us to supper from the
village entrance. Our side had lost, and by the rules the losers would buy popsicles
tomorrow. My cousin took the new gun off its nail and said I could keep it until
school began. I walked home hugging the gun, the tape on its body rubbing my arm.
That day I learned that losing a fight could make you this happy, because tomorrow

there would be another fight, and popsicles, and my cousin with his leaky old gun.
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