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The Day I Filled In for Father

On the dusk road home, I carried two bundles of rice on a shoulder pole, the wood
creaking under the load. The field ridge lay golden in the setting sun, and the cut
stubble gave off a smell of green grass mixed with earth. Father waited at the
village entrance leaning on a hoe, and when he saw me he grinned and said you did not
shame our family. I unloaded the rice in the yard and sat by the sheaf pile, my arms
too sore to lift, yet my heart was warm. That day felt like a dream drenched in

sweat.

It began that morning. The night before the contest, father threw out his back,
and at dawn he still could not straighten up, bent like a shrimp. The village head

came to ask whether our row would still field someone. I dropped my schoolbag and
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said I would go, I am in sixth grade, I know how to use a sickle. Father glared at
me, but mother spoke for me, saying let the child try once. And so my name took the

place of father’ s.

Only in the field did I learn how hard it was. The old hands’ sickles swished
handful after handful while I could not finish a row. The stalks were tough, my
sickle blunt, and halfway through I cut my wrist. Old Zhou Shu beside me could not
bear to watch and said: child, keep the blade flat, skim the ground, do not swing
high. I did as told, swish, swish, and slowly caught up. My bundles leaned against

the ridge crooked, and twice people shouted at me to restack them.

At the break my little sister came running with the thermos, its 1lid loose, and
mung bean soup drenched one of my shoes. Her eyes reddened in panic, and I said it
was not hot, squatting at the ridge to gulp down the half jug left in it. She ran
home for a second jug and came back clutching a handful of coarse porcelain bowls,
saying mother sent them. The uncles drank and gave me thumbs—up, saying my cutting

was not bad. In fact my palms had two shiny blisters.

In the second round I gave it everything. My sickle could not keep up with the
others, so I chased, sweat stinging my eyes, wiped with my sleeve, and kept cutting.
In the second half my row not only held its place but edged past the last household
by half a head. 0ld Zhou Shu shouted from next door: whose child is filling in here?
The village head checked the list beside his stick line and said: the old man’ s
family. The field and the ridge rang with laughter, admiration and teasing mixed in
it.

Whether I won, nobody said plainly; our row did not come last, anyway. Father met
me at the gate, took the pole from my shoulder, felt the blisters in my palm, said
nothing, and turned into the kitchen. That evening mother fried eggs, father poured
half a cup of liquor, and handed me a chopstickful with a word: eat. I bit into it
and suddenly felt that autumn had truly come.
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