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The Handful of Rice Ears Tian Xiaohe Brought

In the drawer of Tian Xiaohe desk there always sat a small handful of rice ears,
picked up in her grandmother field last autumn. The tips pricked her fingers, and she
never threw them away. On the day of the class meeting, she brought that handful to

the classroom.

Walking into Harvest was written on the blackboard. When the teacher put up the
photographs, Tian Xiaohe recognized the one of the grain-drying ground at once. It
looked like the concrete yard in front of her grandmother house: grain spread open, a
wooden rake pushed through it, children squatting at the edge chasing sparrows. She
had squatted on that yard chasing sparrows since she was six. The sun made the back
of her neck hot, the sparrows were not afraid, and you had to throw clods of dirt to

move them. The photo did not show her, yet she felt she was inside that photo.

In the quiz round, half the class got the first question wrong about when the
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rice begins to turn yellow, and Tian Xiaohe did not raise her hand right away. She
listened to classmates blurt out June, July, listened to the teacher shake her head,
and only then raised her hand slowly. She said her grandmother had taught her that
the rice bows its head only after the End of Heat, the early fields by the end of
August, the late ones not until October. Her voice grew a little louder on the word
October, because the cold-water paddies at her grandmother place really were not cut
until October, and her grandmother hands were full of cracks when cutting. She did
not mention the cracks. She only said October. When the applause rose, she looked

down at the rice ears in her own palm.

For the counting question, the teacher asked volunteers to come up and count.
Tian Xiaohe went up and placed the rice ears she had brought on the platform,
breaking them open strand by strand. She counted slowly, one grain broken, one grain
set aside. First strand, eighty—nine grains. Second strand, one hundred and four. The
teacher said one strand was enough; she shook her head and counted a third, ninety—
seven. Going back to her seat she gathered the counted ears, tied them with a rubber
band, and left them on the platform, saying they were for classmates who had not yet

counted.

In the last round the teacher brought a plate of spilled rice grains and let the
class look for thirty seconds. During those thirty seconds, what Tian Xiaohe thought
of was her grandmother. When sweeping grain her grandmother bent very low, piled it
up, then winnowed it with a bamboo tray, the wind carrying off the empty grains while
the good ones fell back. After each batch she straightened up and knocked her lower
back twice with her hand. When the thirty seconds ended, she later could not remember
what the teacher said; she only remembered finishing every grain in her bowl at lunch

that day, even drinking the rice soup.

At the end of school, Tian Xiaohe passed the classroom door and saw that the
seven photographs were still on the blackboard. She stood there for a while and
counted them; the seventh was the drying ground. The rubber band from the rice ears
in her schoolbag was still on the platform, and tomorrow some classmate would go on

counting.
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