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The Rainbow Over the Cornfield

August 6th, Thursday, rain then clear

I have been staying at Grandma’s in the village for a week now. Today the rain
fell in the afternoon, and the whole village went quiet inside it. The only sounds
were the rain on the tile roof of the house, dense for a while, sparse for a while,
and the big plantain leaves by the wall catching handfuls of it and spilling them
back out. Grandfather did not go out either. He sat on a small stool under the eaves

rolling a cigarette, smoothing the leaf over and over, slowly, the way he does
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everything, and I sat next to him shucking corn. The raindrops slid off the edge of
the eaves and punched small round holes in the wet ground, one after another; each

hole filled up, and a new hole opened in front of it.

When the rain stopped, the clouds ran away toward the mountain behind the
village, and the light came back over the fields. Grandfather stood up, squinted
toward the west for a moment, and said: look, there is a rainbow over the fields. I
followed his finger. A big rainbow, one end stuck into the cloud on the back
mountain, the other end hanging down right over our cornfield, as if somebody had set
up a colored bridge above the place where our family works. The corn leaves were
still wet from the rain, and under the light the whole field glittered; when the wind

came, it swayed all at once with a soft rustle, like the ground breathing out.

Grandfather said: rainbow in the west, hang the clothes out to dry; rainbow in
the east, the water comes down like a bucket. Today s rainbow sits in the west, so
the next few days will stay fine, and we can cut and dry the wheat right on schedule.
I asked him who had taught him these sayings. He said his grandfather taught him, and
nobody knows how many generations back they go, and they have never once been wrong.
I remembered a line from my geography textbook — a rainbow is the dispersion of
sunlight refracted and reflected inside water droplets in the air — and I recited it
out loud to him. Grandfather finished rolling his cigarette, lit it, and answered:
what you said is right, and what I said is right too. I know there is rain inside the
rainbow; you know there is light inside the rainbow. We two are looking at the same

rainbow.

I stood at the edge of the field and watched that rainbow until it was gone. In
the city I had seen rainbows before, on phone screens, cut off at the edges by
somebody’ s thumb, floating above nothing. This was the first time I saw a rainbow
with ends, a rainbow that touched the ground, that connected the cloud on the
mountain, the cornfield, and the exact spot where Grandfather and I were standing. A
rainbow in a photo is a picture. A rainbow over a field is a place. You stand

underneath it, and it stands over you.

I also thought something through. The knowledge in my books and the knowledge in
Grandfather’s fields have never met each other, and yet they describe the same sky.
My textbook can explain why the rainbow has seven colors, and Grandfather’s sayings
can tell whether tomorrow will let us dry the wheat. Neither one is lying, and
neither one is the whole thing by itself. If I only had the book, I would know the
rainbow was physics and I would miss the wheat. If I only had the field, I would know
the weather and I would never ask why. These two kinds of knowledge are like two

hands, and a person needs both of them to hold the world up.

Tonight I wrote in my diary: this summer I saw a real rainbow over Grandma’ s
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field. Grandfather’s rainbow is weather, my rainbow is physics, and the rainbow
itself is only a rainbow. It hangs over everybody s head, and it lets every person

understand it in his own way, and the sky does not mind at all.
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