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The Sorrows of Egret Lake

The Sorrows of Egret Lake

A bright red moon, like an eye puffy from crying, rose into the
shimmering copper mist. The mist, warm and melancholic, shone
like translucent dust, enveloping the lake in a dizzying haze.

A flock of egrets, necks stretched out ahead, wings flapping
gracefully, circled the tree-lined edges of the fields below. Once
they had passed, the air fell silent and lonely again. Dragonflies
that normally skimmed over the surface of the lake, their tiny jade-
blue heads glinting in the sunlight, their tireless wings spread,
were gone for the day . Only the crimson waterflies, which were at-
tracted to the fetid, moldy earth, continued to drone noisily. Two
boys were standing at the lake shore.

One of them, tall and broad-shouldered, was bent over spread-
ing a straw mat out on the ground. The shorter, slighter boy was
cradling a red-iasseled spear in his arms as he stood off to the side
looking into the distance, as though he were trying to fix the
boundary of the murky night.

“I wonder why it’s so sticky tonight. ...” he said with a sigh.

The other boy ignored him as he sat down on his st.rawAmati and
wrapped his arms around his knees, shivering slightly as he looked
up at the moon.

“It’s nearly the fifteenth, so there’s no need to sleep in the
shed. Let’s lay our bedding out here. Where we can see the

2
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The Sorrows of Egret Lake

”

moon .

“The moon’s an evil red!”

“That’s a bad omen!”

“They say it means war.”

“Um.”

The two fell silent. A white mist floated across from the opposite
shore of the lake. Lamplights flickered on a poplar-dotted hill in a
hidden valley, then vanished like will-o’-the-wisps.

“We’ll have to be on our guard, because there might be thieves

“out tonight. I smell trouble, so be alert,” the taller boy said.

“So what! We’ll scare them off. They’re out every night, any-
way.”

“No, this time it’s different. Tonight we show them we mean
business. It’s nearly time for the Mid-autumn Festival .”

“You can’t make a ‘mooncake’ out of a ‘flatcake’,” the other
boy sneered.

“Who says? At least we’ll get our lumps in.”
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The Sorrows of Egret Lake

The smaller boy put down his red-tass;led spear, took off his
damp shoes, and sat down on the straw mat. “The fog’s getting
thick,” he muttered, a nameless, persistent fear creeping into his
heart and showing through the darkness in his sunken eyes.

The moon had climbed into the sky, transforming all visible
things into hazy, evanescent illusions. Dark shadows hidden a-
mong the cracks and hollows stared out at them. A poplar standing
like a guardian of the night cast a shadow that was double its own
size,, blotting out the lake beneath it. A pointed boulder jutting out
through the surface of the water was a pale rent in the surrounding
darkness. The lake was suffused with the limitless melancholy of
despair.

“Brother Laibao, how old are you?” the younger boy asked.

“Twenty-three. I'm not a kid anymore,” the older one answered
with childish arrogance .

“I’'m sixteen. Mama says that next year I won’t have to work for
half pay anymore.”

“You, you ought to take it a little easier. Don’t try to do too
much. These are tough times, and your bones are still soft. If you
wind up with consumption from too much hard work, you’ll regret
it for the rest of your life.”

“What can I do? Dad’s getting old, and last year even though
someone gave him three doses of vitality medicine, it didn’t do any
good. If I can hire on for a year and earn a hundred or so, that
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The Sorrows of Egret Lake

should turn things around.”

“But you have to get hired on, and I can’t even do that. No
one’s hiring these days. Who’s willing to pay a hundred dollars a
year to a hired hand when they can’t even be sure of selling their
autumn crop for that much? Besides, look how skinny you are.”

“I'll eat less and work extra hard.”

“Ai! Stop worrying about tomorrow. ‘ Don’t take off your shoes
till you reach that river.’ I sneaked some wine, want some? It’s
good stuff!” After fumbling around in his waistband for a while he
brought out a small jug of wine and a roll of dried bean curd.

The younger boy shook his head in a lonesome gesture, watching
the other boy eat.

“Oh, Manao, I forgot to tell you. Things are going to get better.
Someone’s heading for the capital, and there’s going to be fighting
soon. This time it’s the truth, no more tricks. They say the volun-
teers® have been given a secret order, hidden in the sole of a
shoe. People coming up through the pass now only have the soles
of their shoes searched, nowhere else. They want the volunteers to
strike first,”

“Brother Laibao, let’s join the volunteers, what do you say?”

“Of course. When the time comes, we’ll all go. We’re Chinese,

aren’t we?”

@ The volunteers were guerilla forces organized to resist the Japanese, who had
invaded Northeast China in 1931 and set up the puppet regime of Manchukue. The “capi-
tal” was Xinjing, in the city previously and subsequently known as Changchun, in Jilin
Province.
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