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Golden Beads in the Field

October 6th, Wednesday, sunny. Grandma called me up early: bring the little
basket and go pick the fallen rice ears with me. I jumped out of bed and grabbed the
bamboo basket behind the door, its handle still tied with the red cloth strip I

wrapped last year.

The field behind the village had just been harvested, short stubble in neat rows
like a buzz cut, and golden rice ears lay scattered everywhere, the ones the machine

missed. Grandma calls them golden beads, and it is a pity to waste them.

I bent down, pinched an ear, lifted it, shook off the mud, and dropped it in the
basket. At first I picked fast and careless; Grandma taught me to hold the neck of
the ear and stroke gently so no grain is lost on the way. Soon I found my own trick:

the side of the ear facing the sun shines brightest and can be seen from far away.
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The sun rose and the basket grew heavy, the ears piled above the rim like a
little golden hill. My knees got muddy and my palms itched from the husks, but my
heart felt full. Dragonflies rested on the stubble; I tiptoed around them so I would
not step on any fallen ear. The wind made the dry leaves rustle, as if counting the

ears in my basket.

On the way home I carried the basket myself, switching hands, refusing Grandma’ s
help. At noon she showed me a handful of the dried grains, not one broken. Today I

was the little picker of the field, and I want to come back tomorrow.
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Picking Rice Ears with Xiaojun

October 7th, Thursday, sunny then cloudy. Yesterday I picked a basket of rice
ears with Grandma; today Xiaojun came to me early, chin up, declaring his grandma was
picking too, so let us have a contest of who picks more. I fetched my little basket,
he brought his family’ s small winnowing tray, and we raced each other all the way to
the field.

Fewer ears remained since we had already picked a round the day before. Xiaojun
spotted some at the corner of the field, and we crouched and searched inch by inch
along the ridge. Some ears lay pressed under the stubble, some half buried in mud;
you had to part the stubble to see them. I bent down, pinched an ear, pulled it free,
shook off the mud, and placed it in my basket.

The contest began. Xiaojun picked like a little motor zooming up and down the
field. I took my time, choosing only the biggest ears and cleaning each grain before
putting it in. He laughed at me: picking gold, are you? I said Grandma taught me that

every grain must be kept. He paused, then slowed down to stroke his ears clean too.

Halfway through, the rim of his tray caught a stubble and he plopped down into
the field, sitting there a good while. I ran to pull him up; he was still clutching
two ears and grinned that he had kowtowed to the field, so the field owed him more
ears. We sat on the ridge laughing until our bellies hurt, then dusted off and kept
picking.

By late afternoon both baskets were most of the way full. His tray was bigger and
looked like more; my little basket filled fast and was not behind either. We set the
baskets on the ridge and counted ten ears each, a perfect tie. Xiaojun refused to
accept it, so we picked and counted another ten, still a tie, and nobody could say

who won.

At home I asked Grandma who won. She poured both baskets into one pile in the
yard: look, it all comes to one place, so who won? Not a single golden bead was lost
in the field, which means you both won. She pressed a handful of popped rice into
each of our pockets, a prize for the two golden—bead pickers. I thought about it and
smiled. Xiaojun is coming again tomorrow, and this time we will contest who cleans

the grains better.
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My Little Basket by the Bed

October 9th, Saturday, sunny. My little basket now sits by my bed, washed clean,
two or three rice husks still stuck to its bottom that I refuse to pick off. Mom
asked why I display an empty basket there. I said it is not empty; it is the basket
that once held a full load of golden beads. Mom laughed, and I laughed too.

That happened on October 6th, only three days ago, yet it feels like last week,
because 1 picked so carefully that day. Right after the harvest, golden ears lay
scattered among the stubble all over the field. I followed Grandma in, picking a wild
chrysanthemum on the way and tucking it into the rim of the basket. I copied her:

bend down, reach, 1lift, shake, and the ear was in. After a dozen trips the basket
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went from light to heavy, and I had to switch hands every few steps.

The sun made the grains shine so bright they dazzled. I crouched for one ear,
stood for the next, my back bending and straightening. My ears kept rolling out of
the basket, so I kept going back for the rolled-out ones. Grandma saw and, instead of
teasing me, taught me to cup my hands like a bowl when placing them in. It worked,
and I swelled with pride. The wind set the dry leaves rustling, as if the field were

talking to us.

The field was quiet but for our footsteps; far off someone was binding sheaves
and a tractor puttered. I found one enormous ear with a neck thicker than my finger
and held it up for Grandma. She called it the king of ears and set it on top of the
basket to hold the rest down.

At noon Grandma poured the ears into a bamboo tray to dry. I squatted beside her
and counted them once: thirty—seven ears. 1 wrote the number in my diary in case I

forgot it in a few days.

Now the basket is empty and the ears long since dried and given to Grandma’ s
rice jar. But every time I see the basket I remember the golden beads in the field,
and myself bent over, hands muddy, heart glowing. Grandma promised to take me again
next harvest. I straightened the basket a little more and placed the biggest grain of
all at its bottom, my own king of ears. That night I dreamed the field was covered

with golden beads, and I could not finish picking them all.
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