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How Many Colors an Autumn Field Holds

I used to think an autumn field held just one color: yellow. Not until the year
father took me to Grandma’ s to help with threshing, and made me count colors all the

way there, did I see how wrong I had been.

Out of the village gate to the east lay the yellow of the whole rice-wave field.
And that yellow was not one yellow: on the sunny slope the rice ripened through,
yellow so pale it looked plated with sunlight: in the shaded hollow it sat heavy,
still touched with green, like a sleeper not yet awake. When the wind came, the wave
crests turned over, their bright faces shining, their dark faces dim, and the whole
field breathed in light and shade. Father said this is one yellow nested inside

another.
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The cut field was another color. Stubble stood in even rows, withered yellow
showing pale white where the blades had passed, combed flat like hair by some giant
comb. A few clumps of weeds pushed up between the stubble, still green, startlingly

green, like patches on an old coat.

Farther off the colors grew heavier. The distant mountains were dark indigo, so
blue they grayed; the belt of trees at their feet was reddish—brown, most leaves
gone, twigs bristling. The sky was pale blue up high, whitening near the mountains,
and along the seam of white and indigo ran a thread of orange-red, clouds scorched by

the sun.

Grandma’ s threshing floor was fire-red. Drying mats lay paved with grain, gold-
shot red, and the wooden rake pushed wave-patterns through them. Rice—straw stacks
piled at the floor’ s edge, dry yellow topped with blue plastic sheeting, blue
crashing into yellow till it dazzled. Grandma turned the grain at the stacks’ foot,

her blue headscarf bobbing, her whole self sunk in that heap of colors.

At the yard’ s east end stood two persimmon trees, nearly bare, their fruit still
hanging, orange-red, lantern after lantern, setting the autumn alight. A gray magpie
landed on a branch, took one peck, found it astringent, whirred away, and shook down

two leaves.

Father asked how many colors I had counted. I counted on my fingers: three or
four yellows in the waves alone, plus the stubble’ s white, the weeds’ green, the
mountains’ indigo, the sky’ s blue-white, the mats’ gold-red, the stacks’ vyellow,
the sheeting’ s blue, the persimmons’ orange... I lost count past a dozen. Father
laughed and said I had missed one: the mud smudged on your shoe tops is gray—brown,

and that is an autumn color too.

On the way home I looked back at the field. The sun sank behind the mountains and
every color darkened, blending into deep and shallow indigo. But I knew they were all
there, layer upon layer, crowded into the autumn field, waiting for tomorrow’ s sun

to light them up again.
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The Sounds in the Field

That autumn harvest, I lay on the field ridge with my eyes shut playing, and
found the field was busy indeed: sounds the eyes could not take in, the ears missed

not one.

Closest were the sickles. Swish, swish—-swish, blade after blade; fast, like
tearing cloth, slow, like combing hair. Cutting at the far end of the field, the
sound dulled, muffled by a layer of rice. Father’ s swish was the most distinctive,

even and steady, and with my eyes shut I could tell which strokes were his.

Bundles hitting the ground made another sound. Thud, muffled, like a fist
punching a quilt. Bundle after bundle stacked onto the ridge, thud, thud, evenly
spaced. When a load was shouldered, the pole creaked, and as the bearer walked off

the creak thinned to a thread and finally snapped at the village crossroads.

On the threshing floor the thresher roared, chug-chug-chug, like a train that
never stopped. Ears fed in, grain sprayed out, pattering dense and crisp against the

canvas screens, like hail. The engine’ s voice carried back to the fields and made
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even the sickles seem quiet. Once in a while the machine jammed, its chugging turned

to a whine, someone shouted, and the whole field heard.

Sparrows were the chattiest creatures in the field. Cheep, cheep—cheep, they
dropped into the freshly cut stubble, hopping for fallen grain. Fighting over food
they bickered like a class let out. When a person came near, they all sprang up at
once, their cries yanked sharp and high, circling once, settling, and slowly quieting

again.

Wind crossing the rice waves was far softer. Sha — sha — it rolled from the far
end of the field, like someone shaking out a huge bedsheet at a distance. When the
crest reached me, ears knocked together, and the rustle carried a fine click—click,

husk against husk.

At dusk the work ended and the sounds withdrew one by one. Sickles went into
baskets, the thresher cut its engine, voices scattered into the village. The field

emptied all at once, quiet enough to hear my own breathing.

At night I heard a different field. Crickets sang by the wall, one call long, one
short; frogs across the paddy answered each other, gurgle—gurgle; from the far
village came two dog barks, muffled, pressed low by the night. The stubble whispered

under the dew — that was the field turning over in its sleep.

Next day father asked what I had been doing lying on the ridge. I said listening
to sounds. He thought a moment and asked what I had heard. I said: I heard that
autumn is not golden. Autumn is noisy; then it sleeps quietly through winter, to be

woken up and noisy again next year.

HEEES)

AN BABATNE, RPSAEAMER TR HSE E, & 78D NP HE . Bl
TR HEPAERER, N BIBEEAES), SRR PR .

AR KILE R, LR TR, —HEKESMNEATHE, FBF5550, FHK
MR ER, RERHEE AR, BRI, BIFRER ATV — i, RS LT, BT ERES,
MEFIEAESE, S35, B R Z AR . — A NF, ZEEERRE TAMZ D, i
ERECHAN—FE, ATIS UK, AT REE NPT R R, RN —dii g1 S i £ 40

IRAEERE IR BN IR, ENANHEBE, WHERR K, Bk, s8R T, bl
ARSI RIS . AR, %SRS N B, BERER, BT, RSk, K
TN, EIMERT, RIS,

www. vv99. net



FIR I AABAES) . AR AT NI, BT, R HEHR R 2. BIEIRI RS 148
NIRRT, 3830, BB SRHRGEE ML L, PIR S AE AE A Sk, A5
?%,%%%w¥$$ R SRS R, KA AGE N B %, i
W REIRAR I G 10, mipid 2, MRk

EEHREKNREBAES . FREE TN LT3, WEE, B Pl
K% Wi BRI — 1, MAMAMATT DRI, o A SRR e R B AR Sk th—
BE, R, RS B GHERRN R T

Hk& R, HEFRsh TR 7. IRIEAE, FURAHNL T RAEAE 7, RISt
PRV, BOT T —HEKAE. a2 N Bl HAIRE Rk, HORRERa R,
R, BB,

ANEEM R P RNz 0, FRubEOk, BRESRR T, o WIESLEMH W, BbAES), HAEE
ﬁ%ﬁxﬂoﬁ@,%iﬁméﬁﬁ,ﬁﬁ%*L*L L,ﬁéﬁ%i@,ﬁ%%%,Mﬂ%
—HIBIERTTH,

The Field Stays Awake and Moves

That Saturday afternoon I had no homework, and I squatted on the field ridge in
front of Grandma’ s house, watching the field for a whole afternoon. When I finished,
I was certain of one thing: the field is not still. It moves from dawn to dusk;

people simply never stop to look.

The wind moved first. Before it arrived, waves rose at the far end of the field.
A ripple lifted up in the distance; the rice bent all at once, baring a deeper yellow
beneath, and that yellow rolled toward me, nearer and nearer, until at my feet it
burst into rustling. When the wave passed, the rice straightened, its ears still
swaying, swaying lightly, like the echo after a sentence ends. All afternoon those
waves crossed the field who knows how many times, each on a different path, sometimes
from the west, sometimes slanting from the southwest, the field smoothed and rumpled

again and again by unseen hands.

The sparrows moved with the waves. When a wave rose, they sprang from the field,
flying low along the crests, rising and dipping, circling once, settling back to
their old spots to go on hopping for fallen grain. One bold bird landed on a stubble
three steps from me, tilted its head at me, hopped twice, and pecked again. I moved a

finger; it whirred off, its cry a sharp needle in the wind.

The reapers moved too. In the distance father’ s line of men spread out, sickles
rising and falling, rice going down row after row. Cut bundles were propped in

leaning pairs against the ridge, handful after handful, like a queue. A man with a
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shoulder pole walked the ridge, two bundles swinging at its ends: his steps steady,
the bundles’ steps not, bobbing one behind the other. Cloud shadows moved faster
still, great gray sheets running over the field; where they passed the waves turned
dark gold, and brightened back after. Even the most sedate things moved. The straw
stacks’ shadows crept inch by inch across the drying mats, slow but far by
afternoon” s end. At the yard’ s edge a plastic sheet flipped up and slapped the
stack top, crack-crack, making the bricks laid on it tremble. Grandma’ s blue
headscarf bobbed as she turned the grain, bend, rise, bend, like the slowest rice
plant in the field.

When the sun fell behind the mountains, the field’ s moving changed shape. The
waves still crossed, only hoarse now; the sparrows stopped hopping and huddled thick
on the stack tops, like a bloom of gray flowers. The last wisp of cloud shadow ran
off the field, and it darkened completely, leaving only ear brushing ear, sha-sha,

faint as sleep—talking.

Grandma called me home to supper. I stood up, my legs numb from squatting,
Sstaggering a step at a time. I looked back at the field: it was still moving, just
invisible in the dark. I thought, tomorrow when the sun comes up, the waves will
cross again and again, the sparrows will rise and settle. The field stays awake,

moving from autumn all the way to winter’ s door.
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