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That 0ld Watering Can in the Book

There is a passage in the book The Garden of Grandpa that I have read three
times. The grandfather in the book carries an old watering can with its paint chipped
off to water the vegetables every evening, walking from one end of the bed to the
other, ladle after ladle, the water falling only on the soil at the base of the
seedlings. His grandson asks why he does not drench them from head to foot, and he
says water on the leaves will scorch them in the sun, while water given to the roots
feeds them slowly. When he finishes, his trouser cuffs are caked with mud, the can is

empty, and he sits on the stone at the edge of the bed for a pouch of tobacco.

Reading this far, I put the book down and ran out to the balcony. On the balcony
sit two foam boxes, in which Grandpa and I planted luffa last spring. 1 picked up the
spray bottle and watered all around, the water running off the leaves. Then 1
suddenly stopped and, copying the grandfather in the book, aimed the water at the
soil by the edge of the boxes and poured it slowly. The water seeped down and the
soil darkened. In that moment I felt the grandfather from the book squatting right

beside me.
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In third grade, staying in the village, Grandpa taught me the same way. Pointing
at the luffa trellis he said: water the roots when you water, water the heart when
you treat people; a hundred words from the mouth are worth less than one thing done
before your eyes. 1 half understood then, and only played with the hose, spraying
water all over his trousers. He was not angry; he took the hose, squatted down, and
watered inch by inch. Now I see the very same gesture in a book, and my nose stings a
little. It turns out Grandpa had long ago watered his lesson into the soil; he simply

never said it, waiting for me to grow up and recognize it.

The book also says that after the grandson grows up and moves to the city, the
grandfather presses a bag of vegetables into his hands each visit, folding the mouth
of the bag twice. I remember that every time we return from the home of Grandpa, the
trunk of the car of my mother holds free-range eggs and a bundle of scallions, their
roots still holding damp soil. I used to mind the dirt on the vegetables. Now I
understand that a little dirt marks where the hands of Grandpa have been. This book
taught me one thing: love can go without words. The grandfather in the book never
once says he misses his grandson; all his longing is in that evening watering can,
ladle after ladle, poured onto the roots. I think that when my luffa bears fruit, I
will pick the longest one and take the bus to bring it to Grandpa, and let him taste

too the thing he raised, come back at last into his own hands.
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What Is Propped Up Bears No Grudge

In the book The Garden of Grandpa, the scene I remember best is the storm. The
midnight wind flipped the bean trellises over, and the rain pocked the beds with
craters. At dawn the grandfather in the book squats in the field, propping up the
fallen seedlings one by one, mounding fresh soil at their roots, and tying them
loosely to the bamboo poles with strips of corn husk. His grandson says these
seedlings probably cannot live, and the hands of the old man do not stop, saying
seedlings bear no grudges; prop them up, and as long as their roots still grip the

soil, they will go on growing.

Reading this far, I thought of last July. In the flower bed below our building,
Grandpa and I had planted a sunflower. One night a summer storm came, and by morning
the whole plant lay flat, its stalk bent double. I squatted beside it, close to
tears. Grandpa came over, looked, and said the stalk was not broken through; it could
still be saved. He found a branch to use as a splint, tied it at the bend, then
mounded a handful of fresh soil at the roots and pressed it firm. That sunflower
really did straighten up later, with a knob swelling at the bend like a healed wound.
It flowered as usual, its head even a little bigger than in past years. Grandpa said
plants are like people: after one bad fall, standing straight again makes them

sturdier than before.

In the book the grandfather grows old afterward, walking through the garden bent
at the waist, yet the garden grows tidier each year. Only at the end did I understand
that all those neat rows were not a gift from the weather; they came from someone
squatting down to prop things up after every wind and rain. When I used to bomb a
math test, I would lie flat for days, convinced I was finished. Now I think I am that
fallen sunflower; the failed test is just the wind, and what I need is not tears but
to prop myself up, mound a handful of soil, and grow again. When Mother heard this

thought of mine, she laughed and said the idea was worth more than the score.

When I closed the book, I wrote one line on my bookmark: what is propped up bears
no grudge. I want to give that line to the grandfather in the book, and to the
knotted sunflower downstairs. This spring, Grandpa and I planted two more sunflowers
in the flower bed. He said when they bloom, we will take a photograph and tuck it
into my copy of this book. I said all right. Let the garden in the book and the

flower bed downstairs meet each other in one photograph.
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The Hands That Save Seed

There is a detail in the book The Garden of Grandpa. Everyone praises the
tomatoes of the grandfather, yet he picks out the biggest, reddest few and will not
sell them. He cuts them open, scoops out the seeds, spreads them on paper to dry in
the sun, and stores them in a glass jar. His grandson asks why he does not sell them,
whether they fetch a poor price. The grandfather screws the lid on the jar and says
the tomatoes of this year taste good thanks to these seeds; keep them, and next year
they will taste just as good. The book says the glass jar sits on the windowsill, its
body bleached pale by the sun.

Reading this far, I reached into my drawer and took out a kraft—paper packet. On
the packet is the handwriting of my mother: long bean seeds, from Grandpa. Last
autumn, in his own garden, Grandpa chose several of the longest long beans, did not
eat them, and hung them under the eaves to air—dry. When the pods dried through, he
shelled them, revealing beans mottled in many colors, packed them into this paper

packet, and pressed it on me, saying plant them on the balcony after school starts
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and phone him when the sprouts come up. I planted twelve seeds in the foam box on our
balcony; nine came up, and in summer they truly bore four long beans. I took a
photograph and phoned him; he laughed on the line and said my soil was rich, just
like his.

The grandfather in the book says that a man who saves seed does not panic,
because his next year is already in the jar. I did not understand that line before. I
always want results at once: three days of pen practice and I want beautiful
handwriting, plant a seed and by the next day I want flowers. When Grandpa saved seed
he never asked whether it could be eaten tomorrow; he knew a seed must spend a whole
dark winter in the soil before it consents to sprout. Before those nine long beans
broke ground last year, the foam box stayed silent for twelve full days, and I nearly
dug it open to look. Mother stopped me, saying the seeds were at work and I should
not disturb them.

After finishing this book, I understood that jar—like thing at last: saving seed
means setting aside the best of today and handing it to next year. The hands of
Grandpa have turned soil, picked vegetables, and passed vegetables over, and it turns
out they did a third thing that matters most: choose the best, and keep it. When I go
back this summer vacation, I want to learn from Grandpa how to cut a tomato open for
its seeds, and dry a paper packet of my own. That sun—bleached glass jar in the book,
I would like to see another one on the windowsill of our home. Next spring, let the
tomatoes of Grandpa bear fruit in the flower bed below our building, and let him take

a bite and see whether he recognizes his own flavor.
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