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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 lift 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
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hill, watching the waves run across the whole slope, you finally understand why the
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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That Autumn, I Walked Back Into the Rice Waves

That October I took a few days off and went back to my hometown. When the bus
stopped at the town entrance, I set off for the village with my bag on my back, and

less than a 1li down the road, the paddies on both sides closed over me like water.

The rice was ripe in the old way I remembered from childhood, a heavy yellow, not
the pale yellow of city park lawns. When the wind came, the waves pressed in from far
away, bending the outermost ring of rice first, then layer after layer inward. They
bent down without a sound, and only after the gust passed did they burst into a
rustle all at once, like someone shaking out a long bolt of cloth somewhere in the
distance. I stood in the middle of the road and let that sound pass through me from
head to foot, and I stood there a long time. A paddy by the road had its water inlet
open, the water murmuring softly, and the shadows of rice stubble swayed in the

shallow water.

Farther on I heard the sound of threshing. The threshing ground was still in its
old place, under the big camphor tree at the end of the village. Grain was piled into

small hills on the yard, and several old men with bare feet were turning it in the
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sun, pushing wooden rakes through it so the grains hissed. One old man straightened
up, looked at me for two seconds, and called out my childhood name. He recognized me,
though for a moment I could not place him. He had once been the fastest thresher in
the production team. He pulled me to sit by a straw pile at the edge of the yard,
pressed a handful of new grain into my palm, and told me to smell it. The fragrance
of fresh rice is clean, carrying the smell of sun on it, and I held that handful

without wanting to let it go.

At the midday break the people on the yard sat in a circle, and a grandmother
from one of the houses brought over a bucket of new-rice dumplings soaked in tea, one
for each person. Bitten open, they were filled with brown sugar, so hot that we kept
inhaling sharply. The dumplings were made from the new rice threshed on that very
yard, soft and chewy with a faint astringency of husk in them, the kind no pastry
shop in the city can produce. The old people ate while telling old stories, about the
year the autumn rain lasted half a month without stopping and the whole village raced
to harvest before the storm, the lights on the threshing ground burning past
midnight. I listened to those years as if hearing a history that was not mine yet had

truly happened.

In the evening I walked home. The cooking smoke had already risen. Wisps climbed
from the chimneys behind each house, straight at first, then bent by the wind,
joining into a thin layer over the village. Some chimneys gave off wood smoke, others
rice—straw smoke, and the straw smoke had a sweetness in it. When I reached my own
house, light from the stove leaked through the door crack. My mother was feeding
straw into the fire, and the water in the wok was beginning to sing. At that moment

something in my heart that had been held up for years suddenly settled.

When my leave was over I looked back from the bus as the fields retreated behind
the hills one by one. The rice waves rise every year, [ thought, and the cooking
smoke rises every year; only the people watching them walk farther away year by year.
But once autumn arrives, the fragrance of that handful of new grain is still on my

palm.
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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
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
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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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