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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.

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
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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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