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Father at the Edge of the Field

On the last evening after the rice was stored, Father said, come, let us go look
at the field. I followed him out.

The sky was not fully dark. The evening glow lay across the west, a deep red,
like coals burned through but not yet out. Father walked in front, hands on his hips,
unhurried. When he reached the head of the field he squatted down on the ridge and
looked into the field. I stood beside him without speaking.

The field had been finished in the daytime. The stubble was even as a shaved
head, the ground clean, not a loose head of grain anywhere. The reeds by the ditch
swayed in the wind. Father looked at the field slowly, his eyes moving from the east

end to the west, then back from the west to the east.
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When the birds came back, Father lifted his chin and said, this year these birds
are later than usual. They landed on the wires in the distance, a small dark row, and
after a while they rose again in a burst and headed for the woods. Rising, they made

a rustling roar; falling, they went silent.

Father took out a cigarette and 1lit it. He rarely smoked, except at the edge of
the field. The smoke rose and the wind slanted it. He took a draw and looked at the
field again. The light of the glow fell on his face and showed every furrow on his

forehead.

After a while he spoke, as if to himself: this field, I will still plant next
year. | said, you are over sixty. He did not take up that remark, and only said, the
stubble is left shallow, the winter will freeze it through, and the soil will be
crumbly in spring. Then he said, next spring I will teach you to start the seedlings;

your grandfather taught me the same way.

The sky darkened fast. The glow retreated from its edges inward, and when it had
retreated halfway, only a strip of red was left in the west, like someone dipping a
bar of red-hot iron into water, cooling with a hiss. When the first star came out,

the stubble in the field could hardly be seen, only a sheet of gray—white.

Father knocked out his pipe and stood up; his knee cracked. He took one last look
at the field and turned toward home. A few steps later he looked back and pointed at
the head of the field: the water in the ditch over there must be cleared tomorrow

morning, so it does not freeze and hurt the roots.

I said all right. The lights of our house came on ahead, and the smoke from the
kitchen carried the smell of dinner. I walked behind Father, watching his figure sink
little by little from the gray—white into the dusk.

The empty field sat behind us, and Father walked ahead. They were alike: neither

spoke, and both were steady.
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