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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
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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
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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