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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
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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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