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The Garden Behind the House

Behind the house in the village lies a vegetable garden, fenced round with
bamboo. On the gate hangs a piece of old hemp rope, and in its loop stands an iron
hook for pulling vegetables, there all year round. Entering through this gate, on the
left is a row of bean trellises, bamboo poles leaned into A-frames, bean vines
winding up the poles. Under the trellises is shade where people have squatted to
escape the heat, and on the ground remains half of a chalk circle, drawn crooked. On
the right lie six vegetable beds, with narrow dirt paths trodden between them, the
soil on both sides of the paths polished smooth by shoe soles. Farther in, against
the wall stands a black—glazed water jar, its mouth covered with a board, a notched
ladle resting on the board. The garden is not big. From the gate to the water jar, 1

counted twenty—one steps.

I stayed there one summer vacation, and my eyes ended up resting entirely on the
chili peppers. They grow in the bed by the wall, seven plants in all. At the end of
June they flower, small white blossoms with five petals; when one flower falls, a

small upward-pointing chili pushes out from the fork of the branches, blue—green, as
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thick as a fingertip. The rains of July come one after another, and the chilies
change from day to day, some curved like a crescent moon, some straight like a nail.
The liveliest sight is the branches in August: on one and the same plant, green ones,
half-yellow turning red, and fully ripe red ones crowd together; the red ones carry a
deep color, like lacquer, and shine oily in the sun. I once stood on tiptoe, picked a
red one, took a bite, and the heat rose from the root of my tongue until tears nearly
came. Grandmother laughed beside me, saying that if you pick chilies, pick the fully
ripe red ones, and leave the half-green, for tomorrow they will turn red. After that
I went to look at those seven plants every morning, counting how many turned red each

day, like counting the days of the month.

The busiest person in the garden is Grandmother. In the evening she carries the
ladle, scoops water from the jar, and starts watering from the outermost bed, one
ladle after another, the water falling on the soil, which darkens patch by patch.
When she reaches the chili bed she slows down, pouring the water on the soil around
the roots rather than over the leaves, saying that water on the leaves at noon, baked
by the sun, will rot them. When she finishes she pinches off two straggly long beans
and drops them into the cloth bag at her waist. Walking along the bed paths, she
never looks at where her feet land; she knows better than anyone which soil is loose
and which is slippery. One night with thunder, she put on her raincoat and went out
to the garden to lash the bamboo poles of the bean trellis one more time. The next
day the trellis stood firm, and her shoes were caked with mud. Later, eating many
vegetables in the city, my tongue still often recalls those seven chili plants. The
garden is still that garden; the gate, the bean trellises, the six beds, the water
jar, each still in its place. Only the person carrying the ladle grows a little

shorter each year.
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