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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
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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,
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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