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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, 1
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,
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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

step 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. 1
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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