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Mung Bean Soup at the Field Head

Xiao Yan soaked the mung beans the night before. She got up at the first cockcrow
to boil them, boiled until every bean skin burst open, and let the soup cool in two
wooden buckets. Her father was in the contest and her mother could not leave home, so
she took the job of carrying water herself. She said she was a sixth—grader now, a

big kid, and two buckets of water were no trouble.

When she reached the field head, the contest was in its second round. Eight
sickles were spread across the field, their swishing running into one sound, rice
falling row after row. Children and old people crowded the ridge, and the cheering
came in waves. Xiao Yan could not squeeze in, so she waited under the old locust
tree, looking for her father’ s figure. Her cutting had a mark: fast sickle, low

stubble, and from far off his row was the neatest.

At the whistle for the break, she carried her buckets over. The buckets sloshed;
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a few splashes of soup wet the tops of her shoes. She set them down at the foot of
the ridge and ladled out cup by cup. The uncles lined up, and one joked that her soup
was so thick a ladle would stand in it. Xiao Yan blushed and said do not blame her if
it burned. They gulped, wiped their mouths, went back to work, and at the second

whistle the swishing joined up again.

Her father’ s row ran even with old Chen’ s for a while. In the second half of
the round his sickle suddenly sped up, handful after handful, bundles propped in
leaning rows along half the ridge. 0ld Chen shouted from behind: take it easy, young
man, no one will carry you home if you throw out your back. The crowd on the ridge
roared, and Xiao Yan roared with them, then remembered to cheer and shouted for her

father, her voice lost in the crowd, inaudible even to herself.

The contest ended as the sun tilted west. Her father won by less than half a row
and earned the village head’ s promise of a prize next year, and the crowd laughed
again. People drifted back toward the village in twos and threes, sickles on their
shoulders, the smell of fresh stubble following them all the way.

Xiao Yan carried the empty buckets at the rear of the crowd. The buckets were
light, but she made them sway and knock anyway, the wooden handles tapping the rims,
tok, tok. The setting sun gilded the ridge, and her shadow ran ahead of her. At the
village entrance her mother came out to take the buckets and asked if all the soup
was gone. She said not a drop. Her mother said good, then: your father will steam
dinner from the new rice, enough for everyone. Xiao Yan said mm, and her steps were

faster than on the way out.
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