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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
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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
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.
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