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Our Family Harvest Day

In spring we rented a small paddy from a farm resort in the suburbs, a lease of
one year, the field keeper tending it for us, the harvest ours to reap. We said it
was for the children, but in truth the adults looked forward to that day more than
the children did. In mid-October the farm called to say the rice was fully ripe and
another wait would make the grains shatter. Early Saturday morning our whole family

set off with sickles and cloth sacks.

The field keeper, 0ld Xu, had already cut a walking strip one person wide around
the paddy so we could start from there. My husband volunteered to reap first. He had
spent a few years in the countryside as a boy, but his hands were rusty; his first
row came out jagged as a saw blade. Our daughter stood on the field ridge directing

him, saying dad, your bent back does not look as standard as the picture. He ignored
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her. By the third row his feel came back, the sickle biting clean at the rice roots,
the stalks falling sheet by sheet to reveal the brown field beneath. When he

straightened up, a wide patch of his shirt on his back was soaked through.

The job of gleaning fell to our daughter. The rice ears fallen in the cut field,
she picked them one by one into a small bamboo basket. At first she rested every ten
steps, then she got absorbed, hunting for the ones hidden in the corners of the field
like treasure. One ear had fallen into the mud at the water inlet; she reached for it
and smeared mud up to her elbow, and she held that ear up calling, mama look, not
minding the dirt at all. As the basket filled it grew heavy, and she carried it with
both hands cradled in front, letting no one touch it, saying she gleaned them and

they must be weighed.

At noon 0ld Xu pumped well water at the edge of the field. The well was old, its
stone curb worn with deep grooves by generations of rope. The water came up glugging,
carrying the cold of deep earth. We each drank a mugful, sitting on bundles of straw.
Our daughter gulped too fast, froze, clutched her head, yet could not bear to put the
mug down, and spoke through a mouthful of water in hums. The water had a taste of
iron and stone, mixed with the fragrance of rice. It was the taste of my own

childhood, one I had not drunk in decades.

At the end we weighed the harvest: sixty—eight jin of grain from our paddy. Our
daughter set her gleaned ears apart, and in the end they were weighed too: four liang
and seven gian. She rejoiced over that four liang seven the whole way home, saying
she would steam a bowl of rice from her own gleaning. In the car back she slept
deeply, the little bamboo basket hugged in her arms. My husband and I exchanged a
glance, both remembering how before we left she had asked what a harvest even was.
Now she knows what a harvest is: it is a sore back, it is mud, it is four liang

seven, it i1s sweetness.

Later our daughter wrote a composition: Our Family Had a Harvest Day. The comment
from the teacher said the details felt real. The teacher does not know those details
were not invented. They were cut sickle stroke by sickle stroke, gleaned ear by ear,

and drunk mugful by mugful of well water.
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