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The Wormwood Field Remembers

The thing in Youma Di that knew Grandma Qin best was not a person. It was the
wormwood field. She and her husband planted the wormwood with their own hands. The
day they turned the wasteland over, his hoe wore blunt a second time, and she showed
him the calluses on her palms, and the two of them laughed. Later her husband went
into the earth, and she kept what wormwood remained, year after year, the plants
growing tall, withering, growing green again. The field knew her footsteps, from

brisk, to leaning on a cane, to dragging along.

She sat in the field all night the day news spread that the school would take the
land. From the next day on she sat before the grass houses hugging her hoe, cursing
whoever came, then sitting on after cursing. A patch of wormwood was trampled flat,
and she ached for the plants, but ached more for losing the land. She sat like that
for over a decade. People out there called her obstinate; the field took no sides.
The field only remembers her pulling weeds at night, straightening the trampled
wormwood one plant at a time, her hands very gentle then, nothing like the woman who

cursed in daylight.
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She was again the first to rush over the day chickens and ducks got into the
school garden. Her bamboo pole swung crooked, the chickens fluttered away, and she
shouted, wasting things is a sin. She was not defending the wormwood. The field
understood: she was defending the one use she had finally found for herself. After
that her bamboo pole changed jobs, and jujubes went into her pocket. The field heard

children crowding around her, their voices thicker than wind.

The day Qiaogiao fell into the river, the wormwood field lay closest to the
water, yet could not hold her back. She lost a shoe running. The field waited
afterward and received only one piece of news: the child lived, she did not come up.
The field had waited for her across decades, from her youth to her white hair, and in

the end waited for this sentence.

Her grave was buried at the edge of the field. The school held a memorial;
Headmaster Sang Qiao read her name, the children cried, Sangsang and Zhiyue knelt
before the bier. The morning after the burial, frost lay white on the wormwood; when
the sun came out it melted, and the field turned green again. The field says nothing.
It only remembers: she opened it, guarded it, cursed those who took it, and finally
slept back beside it. Year after year the wind blows over from the grass houses, and

the wormwood nods, as if she left the field everything she meant to say.
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