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When the Rice Ears Bow

Day had barely broken when Dad called me up. Today I would go with Grandpa to
harvest the rice. I pressed my face to the window and saw that all the rice in the
fields had turned gold, patch after patch, as if someone had crushed the sun and

scattered it over the ground.

At the edge of the field, the rice ears all bowed, their heads hanging low, just
a finger’ s width from my shoes. I reached out and touched one. The grains were hard
and pricked my hand. When wind swept through, the whole field roared like water,
yellow waves rolling from one end to the other. A few dragonflies started up and
landed again on the tips of the ears. I pinched one ear and tried to straighten it,
but the moment I let go it sprang back to its bow. Grandpa said the fuller an ear is,
the lower it bends; only the empty—husked ones hold their heads up. I looked down at

myself and decided I should learn from the rice ears today.
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At noon, the combine harvester rumbled into the field, so loud I covered my ears.
It swallowed rice at the front and spat out chopped straw at the back, eating up a
wide strip in no time. The machine startled a flock of sparrows that settled on the
distant wires, tilting their heads to watch. Grandpa followed behind the machine,
bending to pick up the fallen ears and stuffing handful after handful into a woven
bag. Whatever the machine drops must be carried home, he said, not a single grain

wasted.

I ran along the field ridge. The ridge was narrow, rice on both sides, and I
stretched out my arms to keep balance, like walking a golden tightrope. Rice leaves
brushed the backs of my hands, ticklish. The stubble poked through my shoe soles. 1
reached the far end of the ridge and looked back. A corner of Grandpa’ s field was
gone; the cut part lay flat and neat, while in the uncut part the ears were still

bowing.

Grandpa poured a ladle of water from the kettle at the head of the ridge and
handed it to me. It was cooled boiled water; I gulped down half of it and poured the
rest over my head, shivering with the chill. Grandpa twisted the mouth of the full
woven bag into a rope, swung it onto his shoulder, and let me carry the smaller one.
That small bag weighed twenty—odd jin; I hugged it with both hands, switching sides
every three steps, the grains rustling against the bottom of the bag. Grandpa walked
ahead, his strides long and steady, the carrying pole rising and falling on his

shoulder.

I shouted at the top of my voice: Grandpa, we are coming back tomorrow! The wind
carried the scent of rice to me. It smelled sweet, mixed with the smell of sun—baked
straw. Grandpa straightened his back and smiled at me, the wrinkles on his face

squeezing together line by line, as many as the field ridges.
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Xiao Ya on the Field Ridge

The field-trip bus stopped by the road along the reservoir. The moment the class
stepped off, everyone froze. Across the road lay a whole field of rice, shining gold,
spreading all the way to the foot of the hills. The teacher called out not to run
far, but before her voice ended the class had already scattered, like beans thrown

from a hand.

Xiao Ya did not run with them. She squatted at the edge of the field and stared
at a single rice ear. It bowed, its head hanging heavy, the grains crowding shoulder
to shoulder, a rim of green-yellow still along the seam. She counted more than thirty
grains on one strand. When the wind came, the ear swayed twice and hung down again,
like a nod. She suddenly remembered what the science class had said: a ripe fruit

lowers its head. So the rice really does bow.

A rumble rose from the far end of the field. A harvester drove in; its iron
wheels rolled over the rice, whole sheets of it falling, swallowed in, spat out,
leaving a neat line of stubble behind. Several boys whooped and edged closer until
the teacher called them back. Xiao Ya stood up to watch too. After the machine
passed, the air was thick with the smell of crushed green stalks mixed with rice

husk, sharp but pleasant.

The harvester moved off, and the remaining rice kept bowing in the wind. Xiao Ya
stepped onto the field ridge and tried one step. The ridge was only two feet wide,
rice on the left, rice on the right. Her deskmate shouted to her from the far end:

race me! She spread her arms and ran, rice leaves brushing the backs of her hands,
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stubble poking up through her soles again and again. She ran all wobbly, her shoe
sides spattered with mud. Her deskmate got in first; who got in first did not matter,

the whole ridge was filled with their shouting.

Before gathering, the teacher brought everyone to the edge of the field and
pointed at the rice, saying that the rice we eat every day comes from places like
this. The class chattered away: someone said the rice was taller than her, someone
said the husks pricked the hand. Fatty picked up a handful of fallen rice ears from
the ground and held them up to give to the teacher, who said whatever he picked up he
could keep. He stuffed the ears into the side pocket of his backpack, their awns
sticking out like a tuft of golden feathers.

On the way back to the bus, Xiao Ya opened her palm. Two grains she had picked up
lay in it. She pressed them between the last page of her Chinese textbook. The bus
started, and the golden rice field moved backward, shrinking from a big patch to a
small one, until it slipped behind the hills. She waved through the window, saying

goodbye to a whole field of bowing rice ears.
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The Autumn Left in the Stubble Field

Three days after the harvest, the field held nothing but row after row of rice
stubble, cut neat and flat, as if the earth had been given a close crop. I stepped
over the stubble toward the middle of the field, the cut stalks nudging my soles
again and again. Where the harvester had stopped yesterday, I found a few missed
hills still standing, their ears bowed, yellow touched with green, a tiny insect

resting on the tip of one ear.

I straightened those few hills. The instant my hand closed around the stalks, I
remembered that two days earlier they had been a whole sea of them. Two days earlier,
every inch of the field was a bowing waist. Standing at the edge, I could hear the
ears brushing one another, a soft sifting sound. When the wind came, wave pressed
wave, rolling from the irrigation ditch all the way to the road. I parted a row with
my hand and the grains crowded into my palm, round and hard, a few still wearing

sharp awns that tickled my skin.

Further back still was the morning the harvester entered the field. Rumble,
rumble, the sound crushed toward us from the headland, the ground trembling. The
machine opened a great mouth at its front, and rank after rank of rice fell in and
vanished; from its back it sprayed chopped straw that fluttered down over the ground.
Dad and I followed behind the machine gathering fallen ears. It swallowed a strip; we
gathered a strip. Dad kept bending until his back ached but refused to rest, saying
the machine misses some and people must make it up. By noon we had collected half a

small bag, the grains rattling inside it.

The machine finished and left, and most of the field was gone. I ran wildly along
the field ridge, arms spread wide on the narrow path, golden ears on both sides
sweeping my sleeves into a rustle. At the end of the ridge I fell, my knee hitting
soft mud. I did not cry. I got up and kept running, my soles sucking at the mud, each

Sstep a small report.

Now I hold those few missed ears and walk home. The stubble field spreads flat
beneath my feet; the ridge is still the same ridge, only the rice on both sides is
gone. In the evening, Mother puts the freshly milled rice from the day into the pot.
The smell of cooking rice drifts out of the kitchen, across the yard, to my nose. I
eat a heaping bowl, every grain sweet. Holding that mouthful of rice, I think: next

autumn, that field will bow its waists again.
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