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The First Year of Leasing Thirty Mu of Fields

The year I turned forty I came back from the city and leased thirty mu of the
village fields, and the first year I hit the autumn harvest at once. Father stood at
the edge of the field watching me, his eyes looking at an outsider. I said nothing. 1
sharpened the sickle, prepared the sacks, and arranged my spot on the threshing

ground with the village group ahead of time.

The threshing ground was still the same ground, its concrete marked with the
signs of each family. After my grain was spread, I paid someone to mind it by day and
minded it myself at night. Those nights I slept in the shed at the edge of the
ground. The first night I tossed and turned; the second night, listening to the
grains rustling in the wind, I slept deeply. That kind of settled feeling never came
in a city apartment. At daybreak the dew fell on the grain; I got up and pushed it
over once, the smell of grain mixed with the raw scent of earth, straight into the

nose.

The tractor was still a tractor, only now there was a queue. A dozen families in
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the village all depended on one machine of Old Lu, and a schedule sheet was posted on
the threshing ground; my turn fell on the afternoon of the third day. When the
tractor came in, I followed to unload, the grain pouring down from the bed with heat
on my face. 0ld Lu, cigarette in mouth, said there was no rushing: one machine, and

the fields of everyone fell on these same few days.

On the busiest day of the harvest I worked from five in the morning until eleven
at night before going home. Riding the electric bike into the village, no one on the
road, my headlamp lighting the rice stubble on both sides. When I came in, my wife
had reheated the meal four times in the pot; the dishes were leftovers, the rice

freshly steamed. She said, work in the fields cannot wait.

The day the harvest ended, Father came to the ground and grabbed a handful of my
dry grain, looked at its quality, praised nothing, and only said, keep leasing next
year. That one sentence. I stood at the edge of the ground for a long while. Thirty
mu of fields earn less in a year than one month in the city, but that sentence of
Father weighed more than any raise I ever got there. My wife heard it at the edge of
the ground and said nothing; on the way home she rode the electric bike very fast, as

if glad for me.

The road home at eleven at night, I have walked it every year since. The frogs
are fewer, the street lamps are on, but that feeling — tired to the bone yet full
inside — has not changed. The harvest busy season has changed its shape. The
threshing ground is still here, the tractor still has a queue, and the one coming

home late is still me.
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