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The Ugliest Painting of the Day

I am bad at drawing, and the whole class agrees on it. In art class other kids
draw flowers that look like flowers, and my flowers look like a ball of yarn. After a
while I got used to it too. In art class I would play with the pencil sharpener with

my head down, and get through the period.

For that sketching lesson in the fields, I planned to coast as usual. The teacher
led the class to the rice fields at the south edge of the village, and everyone took
a drawing board and a small easel. The easel was wooden and folding. I set it up
three times before it stood, its legs one long and one short, propped with a lump of
dirt to stop the wobble. While everyone faced the big field to find a spot, I picked
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the quiet corner of the field, thinking the farther from the teacher, the more

peacefully I could coast.

The subject was rice waves. I glanced at the field twice and lowered my head to
the paper. I cannot paint waves, so I drew the rice as straight stiff vertical lines,
like green ropes, lined up neat, with the panicles dotted on in yellow, dotted like a
class doing morning exercises in formation. Halfway through, the wind came. I looked
up and the whole field bowed one way with a roar, while my row of green ropes stood
ramrod straight on my paper. I froze for a second, then bent my head again to my

straight rice. Anyway, I thought, I cannot draw them bent.

At collection time I pushed my drawing to the back, hoping to hide in the middle.
The teacher looked at them one by one anyway. When she reached mine and pulled it
out, my face burned, waiting for the line everyone always says, this does not look
quite like it. Instead the teacher held my drawing up and asked, can you see what is
different about the rice in this one? Everyone chimed in. Some said too straight,
some said like a fence. The teacher said, what is wrong with straight? Look at this
row after row of rice, every stalk standing, like soldiers on guard? And look at his
sky, not one cloud in it, quiet, matching a whole field of rice on duty. Straight is

the rice he saw; bent is the rice you saw. Different eyes, different drawings.

The room went quiet for a moment. My ears buzzed. It was the first time anyone
took my ugly drawing seriously enough to talk about it. The teacher pinned that
drawing in the very middle of the back wall, saying this one hangs in the center, so

everyone can see another pair of eyes.

On the way back to the classroom I walked at the rear of the line, my heart in a
turmoil. Passing the rice field I looked again. The rice was not all straight after
all. The plants by the field edge were bent by the wind, while those in the middle of
the plot still stood. So I had drawn the rice in the middle of the field. The corner
where I sat happened to look right at them.

After school the next day I dug out my paint box and drew rice on the back of an
old exercise book. Still straight, but this time the panicle dots were different
sizes. My mom passed by, took one look, and said this one has spirit. I tucked it
into my textbook. I am thinking, next time we sketch in the fields, I will still draw
straight rice, only let a few of them bend just a tiny bit.
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