ILTFHE—KERT]

[E RIS, REFH R IER T BERIL T3, &, PHERE. e ERASHWAH =
A T =5, RRCAENRRAT EASANRNE .

RENEG AT NI ], ALK SR, JTIAK. RaFBMB LT, 4T T, T
HUREAE FoE. JLTei 18/ RD, =R, SfShmmeEer. o5 3tk 1, Iz AT, #
MHET —Fr, A ChAREM . FAE I EREE, RAMMKEE, RAMPTHEMIS A, Bk,
S AR T, EARENH R R TR B R, R R ST ST . MR T R
A RNMRET TS I 2 AT, IR e e, BT 758,

FISE M A R Rl e EIORIAE, R AR ORI HE . R e AR, IS
FEFLH . KRBT, WU R, MR ARARS HE R Mgt UK, IR ki E#
LR REECE S, SRR ORES TN, SEHUIE LR AN SE R . BRI ARG T AT,
SRR R BRI

BRI LT 25, 3 - RTHAEHT B k. RAFHAAHRLSE, BUFIER T =, A4ERK
59, BT LFHBTIEEE, B Pk, X R RATRG AR . R A
KA, EEEMT . AR WA, LHT ), R IUR. LTS, REHRT
EATERLOPETE, AT, R, W, SR, AR

B 22 BF MK AT Lok, R, A, R, MR, YT
BE EREOKZR. U THERL LT 0 T T B0, PR H S LUK B K . AR T
LEAL PR — L. Al ARG, AR, RG22,

IIFERI S LT HES 7, SRITGEHIC . BOTE R, FIR. A IR, X8k
NIRR KA, JERE T, WA EAE LTI 2 A REER LR, WIS H, BRI)H
TIUR, IR T 7 U AR KRR, B TR PRI, Al
RENIET ERAGHAK, XAt T

The First Time My Son Held a Sickle

During the National Day holiday I drove back to the village, and the family of my
cousin was just beginning to reap their rice. I said to my son, come on, let us go
down to the field and watch. In the city he has only ever recited the old poem about
hoeing weeding at noon, recited it for three years, and still does not know which

stalk a grain of rice grows on.

My cousin handed him a small sickle, the size made for a boy his height, with a
short blade. Cousin taught him to gather the rice stalks with his left hand, cut with
his right, and let the blade bite upward at a slant. His first grab held only two or
three stalks, and he sawed them off clumsily. The second grab held too many; the
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sickle could not bite through, the stalks fell in a heap, and he sat down in the
middle of the field himself. I did not laugh from the field ridge, and neither did
cousin. Cousin reached down, hauled him up, and said, try again. From the third grab
on he found the rhythm, though the cut rice lay in a crooked row, like soldiers who
failed to stand in line. After half a ridge he straightened up and wiped the sweat
off his nose with his elbow, the way adults do, mimicked so perfectly that I had to
bite back a laugh.

After the reaping was done it was his turn to glean. The rice ears that had
fallen on the ground, pick them up one by one and gather them into a pile. At first
he gleaned carelessly, grabbing handfuls into his pocket. Cousin said no, one fallen
ear counts as one ear, and no rice farmer can bear to leave ears in the field. So he
got serious, head down, counting and picking along the cut rows, and after half a
ridge he held a small armful, then added the few ears in his pocket to the pile.

Straightening up, he said one sentence: so rice really does come ear by ear.

At the break my son asked cousin how many jin of rice one mu of this field can
yield. Cousin counted on his fingers and said a good year gives twelve hundred jin,
and this year the rain was even, so maybe eleven hundred. My son counted on his
fingers to convert it: one bowl of rice takes two liang of grain, so this one mu
could feed our family for most of half a year. Cousin said the math does not work
that way. You must keep seed, pay the fees, feed the chickens and ducks, and after
seven discounts and eight deductions, only a few bowls of rice actually reach the
table. My son did not believe it, so cousin grabbed a handful of grain, rubbed the
husks open in his palm, and spread it out for him to see: the shriveled ones, the

broken ones, the ones hollow inside the shell, all in that one handful.

At the midday break cousin pumped water up from the well at the edge of the field
with a bucket on a windlass, the crank creaking away. The well water was ice—cold;
poured into an enamel mug, it left beads of condensation on the white surface. My son
took the mug and gulped down half of it, then wiped his mouth and said it tasted
better than the cold water from our refrigerator at home. Cousin laughed and told him
to drink another mug. He himself squatted by the well curb, drinking straight from

the rim of the bucket, his throat working up and down.

On the way home my son fell asleep, mud still wedged under his fingernails.
Driving, I thought: reaping, gleaning, drinking well water, I did these things every
day as a child, then forgot them, and now I have to bring my son back to the
countryside once to remember them again. The field is still that field; the sickles
have changed through a few generations, and the hands gripping them have changed too.
He may not remember the sun of this day when he grows up, but his hand has held a

sickle, and his mouth has drunk water just pumped from the well. That is enough.

www. vv99. net



BATHK B — A H

BRBAEWZR AR ~— /D, #—%, HEAE, A cki. WM &1, H
RN T IEMWILIX Ko AR, RESTHIGRR FRGE T, SR, N5,
B EF BRI TR L T

H RO LT HE G — ANSErpEE, ERMMEE THR. S8 A5 aHAH, MES Ty
L, FAT, B ZREAEN. LJUuE I EREE, BE SRS IR B EhsiE.
EEARM, FIRH =TT, BINGE AR NE, RO ], E R R
(KT HH T o At ARSI 15 IO T K

QININEREr X eEa s S BUNI NS ISR RE O (TS P Al - Sl 24 N [ R <o L s i 72/
& JRRAT I, THRHMABRER, BT E. 7 EEAKRE TR, TR, AR
BTV, W2sE BRI EIRE, — AN, W ARG ROT T, e LT, il
AERE, BUZMSR, 2R

AR EARAEISRIT H K FEREZETE, AR U LR 1 2 LIE IR . /K3 T LR 7= 5 ik
WS, R R 6T B NGy, ARFERAIE 1 Bl LUBE R, UKk, XEA
FBCNEL T, S KM i th . FRKAT BARIRAIAT kR, BB R I, EACIZ BN
EIIIRIE, Z/DERME] T .

WCTRERE, JATPIE— AT T84 ) LIBSR RSN, fm il TR, DUPI-E.
WX PP B T, DR B E O IOK. PIRE A ERRBRASARYT, AT IR L., 3K
AEEXS IR, HEAE A AT dhae AR W AKBOE AT 4 . BUAERRFTE AR AT A T 2%, 2
B, M-, R

JER ARSI, TATEKE T AR H o ENTPFE AT ELSE . ZIANAIE, TRy
ARG R, 2B BRTTEHOR, SRR ORI, i K R

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
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him, saying dad, your bent back does not look as standard as the picture. He ignored
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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The Day Grandfather Took His Grandson to See the Autumn

Harvest

The son and daughter—in—law were away on a business trip, and five-year-old
Xiaoman was sent back to the old house for a week. On the first morning after
Grandfather Lao Zhoutou came back from the fields, he woke the boy: come, grandpa
will take you to see the autumn harvest. Xiaoman asked what the autumn harvest was.

Lao Zhoutou could not explain it clearly, and only said, go there and you will see.

At the edge of the field, Lao Zhoutou put the smallest sickle into the hand of
his grandson, his big hand wrapping the small one. This is how you cut rice: the left
hand holds the stalks, the right hand leads the sickle. The first swing of the boy
cut the rice crooked; the second found the feel. Lao Zhoutou said, better than your
father did at your age. Xiaoman did not know what his father was like as a child, and

only kept swinging, one stroke after another.

After the cutting, the two bent down to glean the fallen ears of grain. The boy

www. vv99. net



picked up one and dropped one, but when the basket was half full his eyes lit up. Lao
Zhoutou said, fill the basket and the auntie at the threshing house gives candy. The
boy ran faster and faster, and by noon the basket was full. At night he poured the
ears under the lamp and counted them, thirty—-seven in all, then fell asleep holding
them.

At noon they sat under the tree by the field. Lao Zhoutou went to the old well
for water and ladled half a gourd dipper of well water for the boy. Xiaoman took one
sip and his whole face scrunched up, saying it was cold. Lao Zhoutou took a big drink
himself and said, the iced water in your city tastes of the fridge; this water tastes

of the well. The boy did not understand, and drank the dipper again.

At the midday rest, the meal was laid out on the ridge. Lao Zhoutou served food
for the boy and squatted at the edge of the ridge to eat. Xiaoman pointed at the
harvester in the distance and asked whose big machine that was. Lao Zhoutou said it
belonged to the big contractor of the village; what it reaps in one day would take
the two of them a month to cut by hand. The boy asked why grandpa still cut by hand.
The old man thought a long while and said, cutting by hand keeps the ears whole, so

the children who glean have something to pick up.

The basket of ears went to the threshing house for candy. The auntie weighed it:
two liang and four gian. The boy would not let go of the candy. Lao Zhoutou mixed it
into hot rice for him, and he ate two bowls. The old man watched him eat and barely

touched his own; when the bowl was empty he filled another for the boy.

On the way home the boy fell asleep on the back of his grandfather. Lao Zhoutou
walked very slowly, saying to the sleeping child, when your father was small, I never
took him to see the fields. That was my mistake. At home he laid him on the kang and

wiped the rice husks off the small hands, one by one.

A few days later Xiaoman was taken back to the city. Before the car started he
drank another dipper of well water at the village entrance, and this time his face
did not scrunch. He fell asleep in the car still holding the fullest ear of grain.
Lao Zhoutou stood at the village entrance watching the car go away, then turned back
to look at his fields.
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