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The Day Grandfather Measured the Field with His Feet

On the day the last paddy was cut, Grandfather took Zhou Xiaoyu into the field.
Before leaving he filled the water gourd, rinsed it, and tucked an old towel into the
waistband of his trousers. Zhou Xiaoyu carried the small hoe; it was too big for her,

and she insisted on carrying it.

The sun had not yet warmed the field, and dew still hung on the tips of the
stubble. Grandfather walked to the middle of the field and measured it with his feet,
heel against toe, walked one line, and called the number to the man on the harvester.
Zhou Xiaoyu knew that Grandfather never used a ruler to measure a field. She had
asked him once, and he said he had walked this field for fifty years, and his feet

were more accurate than a ruler.

The harvester started, swallowing rice at its front and spitting straw out at its

back, the straw cut into short pieces and scattered evenly on the ground. Grandfather
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stood at the edge and watched, and when the machine had finished a paddy he walked
into it, bent down, and picked up the fallen rice ears one by one into the cloth bag
he had brought. Zhou Xiaoyu picked up with him, faster than Grandfather. Grandfather
said nothing, but after a while he too sped up.

At noon the two rested under the straw shed on the ridge. Grandfather drank three
mouthfuls of water and passed the gourd to her; she took one mouthful and handed it
back, saying the water was warm and tasted of iron. Grandfather laughed and said a
water gourd is always like that, and tomorrow he would brew some tea in it. They ate
the buns they had brought. When they finished, Grandfather lay down in the shade of
the shed, knocked his lower back twice with his hand, then got up and said, come on,

the sun is not fierce.

While the straw was being loaded, Zhou Xiaoyu carried a small bundle of straw up
to the cart. The bundle was wider than she was, and she turned sideways to cross the
plank bridge. In the cart bed Grandfather stamped the straw firm, layer of stalk,
layer of rope. A passerby asked what the load of straw was kept for, and Grandfather
said bedding for the cow shed, and the rest would be composted for field fertilizer
before spring planting. When Zhou Xiaoyu heard the word fertilizer, she remembered
the pile of black mud composted last year under the straw shed. She had pinched it

once, and it was soft.

At dusk the grain went on the scale. The weighman called out the number,
Grandfather repeated it once, put the money into his shirt pocket, buttoned it, and
went back to load the straw. On the tricycle home, the grain was piled higher than

Grandfather head, and he sat on top of it with one hand pressed on his pocket.

That evening Grandmother cooked rice from the grain that had just been milled.
When the lid came off the pot, the steam was thick and white, and the smell filled
the whole kitchen. Grandfather ate two bowls, very slowly. Zhou Xiaoyu ate one, and
remembered that in the field Grandfather had eaten two buns standing up. She put down
her bowl and looked out of the window. The field was black, and only the ridge showed

as a faint white line.
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