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The First Time My Daughter Saw the Rice Waves

The year my daughter turned twelve, I took her back to my hometown, just at the
tail end of the autumn harvest. She was born and raised in the city; she had only
ever seen rice paddies in phone videos. When the bus entered the village she was
wearing earphones, and I had to tap her shoulder and point out the window before she

pulled one side off her ear.

Outside was a paddy where the waves had just begun. The wind poured in through
the mountain gap, and the rice laid itself down layer by layer from the far end of
the field; the yellow waves rolled to the field ridge, broke, and bounced back. She
stared for a few seconds, then took off the other earphone and asked whether this was
real or a screen. I said it was real. She rolled down the window, and the sound of

the waves rushed in: hush, pause, hush, pause, wave after wave, like the field
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breathing. She reached out the window to catch a falling rice ear, caught one, and

held it up to look, saying it was thicker than the picture in her textbook.

On the way into the village she asked many questions. Why are the field ridges
curved? I said water flows downhill, and the paddies must hold water, so the ridges
have to wind along the path of the water. She crouched at the water inlet and watched
the water flow from a bamboo pipe into the paddy, watched the fine rice husks
floating on the surface, and said so the rice does not actually grow in the
supermarket. I was struck speechless for a moment, not knowing how to answer, and
only said she should see the threshing ground for herself soon. She nodded and
tightened her backpack straps again, as if heading off to conduct some serious

business.

On the threshing ground we ran into my uncle. He is seventy and still turning
grain on the yard. My daughter was not afraid of dirt. She took off her shoes and
stepped into the sun—hot grain, walking through it with a crunch, turning back to
call me. My uncle taught her to push the wooden rake. She could not move it, a
nearly—grown child wrestling with a rake, and she fell hard, then sat on the grain
pile laughing. My uncle laughed too, and stuffed two handfuls of grain into her
pockets to take home and plant. She took it seriously and guarded those two handfuls
the whole way, afraid of spilling them.

By the time we got home at dusk, cooking smoke was rising behind the house. My
daughter stood in the yard looking up, saying this smoke was different from the smoke
at a hotpot restaurant. I said it was rice straw and pine branches. She leaned close
and sniffed, then said it smelled good. Supper was rice cooked from the new harvest,
and she ate two bowls, saying it was sweeter than the school cafeteria. In truth the
difference cannot be that large. I only know that some flavors can be tasted only by

standing at the edge of the field in person.

On the high—speed train back to the city she fell asleep, with dozens of videos
of rice waves saved in her phone. I looked at her and remembered myself at twelve,
crouching on the straw pile of that same threshing ground. Two generations, forty
years apart, each stood for a while in the same waves. The rice waves do not remember

this. The rice waves only keep rising, year after year.
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