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The Rice Waves of My Hometown

Twenty years after leaving my hometown, I still see those rice waves in my
dreams. In dreams they never look quite like the ones in my memory. They always turn
pale first at the far end of the field, as if the water had come to a boil, and the
pale waves roll all the way to my feet. I crouch on the field ridge, my hand resting

on the rice ears, and when I 1ift my palm, the grains fall into it one by one, warm.

My hometown has little flat land. The paddies lie along the hillside, tier above
tier, like golden bowls stacked one over another. When the autumn wind passes, the
waves do not rise all at once. They begin in the lowest paddy and climb, layer by
layer, until they reach the topmost terrace and thin into a faint ripple, as if
someone up there had whispered a single word. Standing on the path at the foot of the

hill, watching the waves run across the whole slope, you finally understand why the
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elders say the rice ears bow lower when they are riper. The entire hillside is bowing
at the same moment, and the light breaks on the tips of the awns, too bright to look

at for long.

At the foot of the hill lies the threshing ground, a yard of packed clay swept
spotless, with old straw piles stacked in the corners. At noon the whole village is
out there, the flails rising and falling in a steady beat, rice grains scattering
like gold dust over the ground. We children do nothing but climb the straw piles and
roll on top of them, chaff sliding into our collars, itching everywhere, and we laugh
while we scratch. The adults do not scold us. They only pause, wipe their sweat,

glance at us, and swing the flail again.

The night on the threshing ground is what I miss most. Once the grain was dried
and stored, only a thin layer of husks was left on the ground. The adults carried
bamboo beds out to the middle of the yard and sat down to talk about the year, saying
how many more baskets one family had threshed, saying the price of grain had gone up
again. We children lay on the beds counting stars, the coolness of the rice stubble
rising slowly from under our feet, mixed with the smell of dew and dry grass, and
before we knew it we fell asleep, only to be carried home early the next morning with

husks still clinging to our clothes.

The cooking smoke rises at dusk without warning. First one wisp, then another,
until the whole valley is filled with it, drifting low, mixed with the last light of
the setting sun. Some grandmother stands at the mouth of a lane and calls everyone
home for supper, her voice stretched thin enough to reach the far end of the paddies.
We scramble down from the straw piles and run home hungry, the smell of cooking smoke

tangled with the smell of newly hulled rice, so thick you could almost chew it.

Since then I have eaten rice in many places, and none of it ever carried that
smell again. I know the rice waves of my hometown have long left that hillside, and
the threshing ground has been paved with cement. But whenever an autumn wind moves
through the plane trees in the city, I know the waves in my heart are rising again,

layer by layer, all the way to where I stand.
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