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The Rice—Cutting Contest

At the end of September, the whole village’ s rice was ripe, and the field heads
lay golden all the way to the sky. The village head drew a line in the field with a
stick, eight households each took one end, and the rice—cutting contest began. My
father was in it, and my job was to carry water and cheer. At the village head’ s
shout of start, sickles flashed in the field, swish, swish, rice stalks fell row

after row, the sound like rain on a roof.

I ran along the field ridge to watch my father. His sickle swung in a wide arc, a
handful of rice fell at once, and he never raised his head. The man beside him was
old Zhang Shu, thin and short but fast, and the two kept even. The people on the
ridge shouted themselves hoarse. Afraid of trampling the stubble, I tiptoed along the

ridge, clutching my hem, shouting Dad, go faster until my voice went hoarse.

The contest had rules: cut rice had to be propped into a leaning shape against
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the ridge, and a messy pile meant cutting it over. My father stacked his bundles
neatly too, each one leaning evenly. I counted the bundles in our row, one, two,

three, lost count past twenty, and gave up and went back to cheering.

When the sun climbed overhead, the contest paused. I lugged the big thermos from
home, one in each hand, staggering all the way to the field head. It was full of mung
bean soup, and the poured cups had a layer of bean pulp at the bottom. The uncles
squatted at the field edge and gulped, then smacked their lips and said my water was
sweeter than last year’ s. My father drank fastest, wiped a few drops from his mouth
with the back of his hand, and went back into the field.

The second round began. My father’ s sickle seemed to grow wings, and he slowly
edged ahead of old Zhang Shu. 0ld Zhang Shu did not get angry; he shouted over: do
not rush, you leave the stubble too high. Everyone in the field laughed. The laughter

mixed with the sound of sickles, and the field was livelier than the market.

When the sun tilted west, the contest ended, and my father won by half a row. The
village head had no prize but clasped his hands and promised a thermos of mung bean
soup for next year’ s winner. Everyone laughed again, saying they would carry their

own water next year.

On the dusk road home, we walked along the ridge, father carrying rice on his
shoulder, me carrying the sickle and the empty thermos. The setting sun stretched our
shadows long, and the fresh stubble gave off a green grassy smell. From the village
chimneys, cooking smoke rose straight up. Father said suddenly: this year’ s grain is
plump; when the new rice comes in winter, we will make you rice cakes. I hugged the

thermos and said mm, my hands still smelling of mung bean soup.
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