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Seven Photographs on the Blackboard

On Wednesday afternoon, in the last class, the bell rang and our homeroom teacher
Miss Wang walked in with a stack of photographs instead of opening the textbook. Six
big characters were already written on the blackboard: Walking into Harvest, a themed
class meeting. Before we understood anything, the class monitor was standing by the
platform with a pile of cards, announcing that the first round was a quiz on harvest

knowledge.

The first card stumped half the class: when does the rice begin to turn yellow?
Xiao Jun blurted out June, and Miss Wang shook her head. Tian Xiaohe from the back
row raised her hand slowly and said her grandmother had told her that the rice bows
its head only after the End of Heat, the early fields by the end of August and the
late ones not until October. Her grandmother has farmed in the village for forty
years, and she picks up fallen rice ears in the field every autumn. The room was
quiet for a moment, and then applause broke out. The second card asked why corn is

hung under the eaves after being brought home, and the third asked how many jin of
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grain one mu of rice can give. More and more hands were right, and nobody laughed at

the wrong answers, because everyone was truly learning.

The second round was looking at photographs. Miss Wang pasted them on the
blackboard one by one: golden waves of rice, corn piled into little hills, the bent
backs of the people cutting rice, and grain crawling with sunlight on the drying
ground. In one photo an old woman squatted on the ridge of the field holding a
handful of rice ears in her palms. Miss Wang said she took it when she visited the
countryside that summer. When the seventh photo went up, Li Duoduo of our class
whispered that the drying ground looked exactly like the one at the home of her
grandmother. The whole class laughed, but Miss Wang did not let the laughter end. She

said: yes, the harvest lives in the home of every one of our grandmothers.

In the last round Miss Wang set no question. She only brought a plate with a
layer of rice grains scattered on it. She asked us to look for thirty seconds. Nobody
spoke during those thirty seconds. Then she said this was swept up from the classroom
floor at noon yesterday, not yet stepped on and dirty, already swept up. She told us
about the half bucket of rice thrown away at lunch, about the eighteen steps a grain
of rice passes from seedling to rice bowl, and ended with one sentence: in this class

meeting, remember one thing. The rice in your bowl deserves to be eaten up.

When the school bell rang, the seven photographs were still on the blackboard.
Leaving school past the classroom, I saw the student on duty wiping the last desk

very clean. The few rice grains on that desk were gone.
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