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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

exarn.

The wind came. Rice waves rose from the far side of the field, one after another
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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

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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