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Standing on the Field Ridge

After I entered middle school I lived in town with my parents, and I could count
on one hand the times I went back to the village. On a Saturday at the end of
September, Dad said let us go see the old house, and there I was again on the field
ridge at the east end of the village. It was still the same ridge, worn narrow by

generations of feet, knee—high rice on both sides, fully ripe.

What struck my eyes first was the distant mountains. Summer mountains were one
thick mass of green, smeared against the sky. In autumn the mountains had grown lean,
their colors separated into layers: pale yellow grass at the foot, deep green firs on

the slopes, gray-blue floating on the peaks, as if someone had thrown brushwater into
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the sky. The ridgelines stood out sharp and clear, and for the first time I noticed

that mountains have edges.

The wind came from the west. I watched a ripple rise from the far field head; the
rice bent all at once, revealing a deeper yellow beneath, and that yellow pushed and
surged, layer upon layer, rolling to my feet, its rustling arriving a step late. The
whole field looked stroked by one huge hand. When the ripple passed, the rice
straightened up, ears knocking against each other, sha-sha, like many people talking

in low voices at the same time.

Suddenly I remembered being small, when Grandpa took me along this ridge every
year to chase the birds that stole the new grain. He walked three steps and paused
one, waving a bamboo pole with a cloth strip tied to it, hissing shoo—shoo. My job
was to gather the ears the birds knocked down, hugging them, and where I could not

reach, he reached for me.

Even as I thought of it, the rice waves burst with a rustle: dozens of sparrows
sprang up, flying low along the ear tips, wings whirring, circling once, then
settling back in the distance. A gray magpie by the ridge called twice, hoarse, like
a signal. Higher in the sky a loose line of geese moved south, their cries thin and

far.

It has been three years since Grandpa died. The few mu of field he farmed, Dad
took over; the rice still ripens once a year as always, still bends down in autumn.
Standing on the ridge I suddenly understood: a field knows no people, yet a field

remembers every ridge a person ever walked.

The sun sank behind the mountains; the peaks turned red first, then the red
slowly darkened. From the village entrance came mother’ s voice calling me home. I
answered and did not move, standing a while longer. When the wind rose again the

waves surged anew, and the shadows of birds ran along the crests of the waves.

Stepping off the ridge, I gently propped up one heavy rice ear hanging at my
feet. It sagged in my hand, then sprang back. I blew the awns from my fingers and
followed mother toward the village, my shadow stretched long across the field behind

me.
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Thoughts on the Field Ridge

The Saturday after the monthly exam results came out, A He walked out of
Grandma’ s house alone. She told no one where she was going, but her feet knew the
way and turned onto the field ridge in front of the door. The rice in early November

had turned fully golden, and on the ridge there were only her footprints.

She stopped in the middle of the ridge. To the west rose the distant mountains,
their color faint as an old brushstroke of ink, a small cloud resting on the peak.
The cloud did not move, and neither did the mountain. A He stared at them until, bit
by bit, the lump that had sat in her chest for two days loosened. The mountain said
nothing, asked nothing about her score; it simply stood there, steadier than any

exar.

The wind came. Rice waves rose from the far side of the field, one after another
pushing toward her. She watched the crests approach, the rice bending, rising,
bending again, the whole field like a yellow quilt being slowly shaken open. She
reached her foot out and swept the edge of the crop; the ears brushed her shoe top,

cool and faintly damp. She walked on along the ridge, and the waves beside her walked
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too, sounding as far as she went.

A flock of sparrows startled up from the waves, flying low over the field in a
whirr, circling once, then settling back in good order, like students filing out of a
classroom. A few gray magpies perched on the wire ahead, tilting their heads at her.
In the sky a thin line of geese inched south. A He counted them, lost count at the
seventh, and gave up. She thought: birds fly their south, rice ripens its autumn, and

one failed exam had not, it seemed, torn a hole in the sky.

She remembered Grandma saying that rice in the field is the most patient thing on
earth. In drought it does not cry out, in flood it does not weep, and when autumn
comes, not a single grain it should set goes missing. Grandma had farmed all her life
and never taken an exam, yet her judgment of crops was surer than anyone’ s: which
plot did well this year, which had slacked off, she could tell from the ridge with a

single look.

The sun sank low, and the mountain’ s outline melted into the gray-blue sky. The
waves still rose, wave after wave, unhurried. A He’ s legs went numb from standing,
and somewhere along the way the lump in her chest had dissolved. She bent to retie

her shoelace and turned back.

Grandma was shellin vegetables at the door, glanced up, asked nothing, and only
said dinner is ready. After the meal, A He pulled the exam paper from her schoolbag,
spread it on the desk, and went through her mistakes one by one. Outside, the wind in

the field came in wave after wave, like someone far away, applauding slowly.
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Half an Hour on the Ridge

On the bus back to town, I pressed my face to the window and watched the last row
of poplars fall backward. A few rice awns clung to my uniform cuff; I did not flick
them off. My deskmate asked where I had spent the weekend. I said I went to the
countryside and stood on a field ridge for half an hour. He said, what is there to
see on a ridge? I thought about it and did not answer. Some things only count if you

have stood there yourself.

Here is how it happened. Dad’ s friend 0ld Chen teaches in the country and
invited Dad to dinner over the weekend, so I came along. Before the meal 0ld Chen
kept us with one task: come see his students’ rice fields. I was not keen at first;
I had seen plenty of rice fields in textbooks. But once 0ld Chen led us onto the

ridge he stopped talking and only said: stand a while, do not move.

The distant mountains came into view first. In town the sky is sliced by
buildings, strip by strip; here the sky covers the mountains whole, and the mountains
cover the fields. The autumn mountains wore old colors: tan slopes, ink—green woods,
gray—blue tops, layer upon layer, the farthest one so faint it nearly melted into the
sky. 0ld Chen said there are more mountains beyond these, and only past them lies the
town. I followed his finger and suddenly felt I was standing in the middle of

something very, very large.

Then the wind came, and the rice waves rose. It was the first time I saw a wave

grow up from the far end of a field: the distant rice dipped all at once, revealing a
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line of deep yellow, and that yellow rolled forward, nearer and nearer, louder and
louder, until at my feet it became a whole wash of rustling. When it passed, the
field lay flat again, as if nothing had happened. 0ld Chen said such waves cross the
field dozens of times a day, and it is how rice trains itself: the stronger the wind,
the softer its waist bends; only a soft waist does not snap. I listened, and it did

not sound like a sentence about rice alone.

The birds arrived last. When the waves rose, the birds rose. First a few
sparrows, flying low along the crests, rising and dipping; then the whole field’ s
birds startled up, a dark cloud wheeling into a ring over the field before settling
back, like a net cast out and drawn in again. A few gray magpies sat on the wire,
unhurried, tilting their heads at us. Higher still a line of geese moved south, their
cries thin, falling far away. 0ld Chen said birds eat the fallen grain and need not
be chased off, or the rice is sown in vain; chase them, and they take a few bites and

leave anyway. I nodded, filing away an invisible rule.

In that half hour I did not move, and my shoes pressed two prints into the ridge.
On the bus home I turned my wrist over: the awns on my cuff were stuck in the cloth,
one by one, like tiny arrows. I thought of the waists bending and rising in the

waves, of the birds wheeling back down, of the mountains layered one over another.

The bus entered town, and the buildings sliced the sky into strips again. I
smoothed the awns on my cuff flat without flicking them off. My deskmate went on
talking about his game, and I looked out the window, the rustling of that field still

in my ears, wave after wave.
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