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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 1i 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
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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
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.

www. vv99. net



