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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

the sky. The ridgelines stood out sharp and clear, and for the first time I noticed
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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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