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The Rice on the Threshing Ground

The autumn harvest of my boyhood began on the threshing ground. Before dawn my
father carried the grain out to the ground and spread it into rows with the rake.
Half asleep, I was called to mind the grain, a bamboo rake in my hand, my job to push

the grain over every while so the bottom layer would not sprout from the heat.

When the sun rose, the grain on the ground began to burn. Barefoot, I stepped on
it and jumped, hopping as I walked. The grains creaked under my feet, and that sound
still feels solid to me now. The turning had to be even: turn it over and the pale
side shows, then the golden side. Father said the grain was dry enough only when a
bitten kernel broke clean in two. At night we feared rain; the whole family got up at
midnight to gather the grain and cover it with tarpaulin. After one rainstorm the
ground stayed dry, and Father squatted at the edge of the ground smoking half a pouch

of tobacco, as if thanking heaven.

The tractor from the east end of the village came rattling onto the ground, its
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bed full of grain threshed through the night. 0ld Lu, the driver, gave the horn twice
as a greeting, and the grain poured down from the bed with a roar better than any

music. We children rushed to help with the shovels, and nobody was sleepy anymore.

In those busy days no one at home ate on time. My mother reheated the meal again
and again while we helped Father fill sacks on the threshing ground until the moon
came up. Filling sacks was fine work: the corner of the sack had to be folded, the
fill packed firm. A sack weighed one hundred and eighty jin, and at the scale Father
always glanced at the marks once more; half a jin short meant adding more. The shovel
that added the grain, Father took himself, afraid our hands would be too light.

On the way home, a pole—load of grain went from one shoulder to the other between
us, and the frogs in the fields followed the whole road. When we came in, the rice

had been heated a third time. Mother did not scold; she only said, eat quickly.

Later I went to the city to study and work, and the autumn harvest became only a
term on the calendar. But every September, when the smell of new rice drifts from a
street stall, my feet walk by themselves toward a threshing ground. Decades have

passed, and the imprint of those grains is still on my soles.

Only after growing up did I understand that the threshing ground dried more than
grain. A family rising before dawn and working past dark, a tractor running from
night into day — those days dried a person through. Wherever I go afterward, I am

grain dried through: no rot, no mold.
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