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The Back Bent Like a Question Mark

There is a scene in the book The Garden of Grandpa that I still see after closing
the cover. The grandfather in the book squats in the bean furrows weeding, from dawn
till dusk, and when he rises he leans on the hoe handle, his back bent like a big
question mark. His grandson urges him to rest, and he shakes his head, saying the
weeds will not wait, and neither will the beans. He gathers the pulled weeds into a
pile, saying they will rot into fertilizer for the next bed. Even a handful of grass,

he refuses to waste.

Last summer vacation I helped Grandpa weed the bean field for one morning. The
sun was gentle at first, but by noon sweat dropped from my chin into the soil, and my
back rose and fell as if a string were pulling it down. At noon, eating in the shade,
I pinched the small of my own back and pinched out tears. Grandpa saw it and said
nothing; he handed me the half bottle of water that was his. The furrows he had
weeded that morning were twice as many as mine. The calluses on his hands rubbed
against the hoe handle, stroke after stroke, steady as stone. Only then did I

understand how that question mark in the book was made. It is not a shape born of
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tiredness; it is pressed out by years. He has bent for this family for decades,
bending from the field to the kitchen, from the gate of my kindergarten to the back

door of my primary school classroom.

The grandson in the book remembers the garden only later, in the city, and what
he remembers is all the back of Grandpa. I do not have to wait until later; I see it
every day. Passing the vegetable plot after school, Grandpa inside, I outside, he
straightens up and waves me home for dinner. That straightening is slow, like a page

wet through by water, needing a while in the air before it can turn.

When I closed the book I set myself two tasks, both small. First, starting next
week the evening watering belongs to me; Grandpa only needs to sit on the stone by
the bed and watch, and watching makes him happiest. Second, to swap the grandson in
the book for myself: what he understood only after leaving for the city, I understand
now, so I will study well and let Grandpa weed without worry in his heart. The book
says: one bed of vegetables, one share of love. I want this share to reach my side of

the family. What Grandpa bent down, I will straighten up for him.
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The Money from Vegetables Still Carries the Warmth of
His Palm

What moves me most in the book The Garden of Grandpa is not the vegetables but
the money. The grandfather in the book gets up at three in the morning to pick
vegetables, packs the dew—wet cucumbers one by one into baskets, and hurries to the
early market to sell them. When he finishes, he spreads the money on the counter,
counts coin by coin, presses it flat with his palm, and puts it into the pocket
against his skin. The author writes that the cloth of that pocket is polished shiny.
On the way home the grandfather buys no tobacco; even the cheapest tobacco at the
market he does not buy, saying the money from vegetables is counted out, and the

school fees of the child are counted out.

Last autumn I carried vegetables with Grandpa to the market. The bamboo basket
pressed on my shoulder; over twenty minutes of dirt road I switched shoulders three
times, and Grandpa switched only once the whole way. At the market he squatted by the
wall, a plastic sheet spread before him, cucumbers, peppers, and two bundles of
scallions arranged in piles. When buyers haggled he did not mind; he rounded the
change down. After selling he bought me a baked cake and drank plain water himself.
On the way home he took several crumpled paper notes from his pocket, smoothed them
one by one, and said he was saving them for me, for middle school later. I held those
notes; the paper was soft and still warm from his palm. The grandfather counting
coins in the book and my grandfather make the same gesture. Counting money like that

is not stinginess; it is recognizing each note as a day of life saved for the child.

In the book, when the grown—up grandson tries to give money back, the grandfather
pushes it away. Thinking of this, I closed the cover. I will not wait until I grow
up. From now on I will do two things: get up early on weekends to carry vegetables
with Grandpa; my shoulders are low, so I start with half a basket and train. And I
will save my pocket money in a biscuit tin, and at New Year buy Grandpa a new pair of
gloves. The fingers of his old gloves are worn white, and he still cannot bear to
replace them. The money from vegetables is small, yet every note carries the warmth
of Grandpa palm. This book showed me the ledger: he has saved for me for so many

years; it is my turn to save once for him.
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The Little Hole in the Fence

In the book The Garden of Grandpa, the grandfather builds a fence all around the
vegetable plot, to keep out chickens and geese. But the fence has one hole, not big,
just enough for a small grandson to turn sideways and slip through. Grandpa in the
book says: a big hole fails to stop chickens, a small hole keeps the person. The
grandson crawls in to help watch the water and pass rope, and comes out with a blade
of grass caught on his coat. The author writes that every few days Grandpa picks at
the hole with his fingernail, afraid the grass will close it up. I laughed reading

this, and after laughing my heart turned sour.

In fourth grade I helped Grandpa chase a hen that stole peas from the garden. He
followed with a long pole but did not strike, only led the hen toward the riverbank,
saying the hen lays eggs for our family and eating a few peas is not stealing. Last
winter a section of our fence fell in the wind. Grandpa squatted in the gale,
straightening pieces of wire one by one and tying them back to the stakes, his
fingers red with cold, stroke after stroke, still steady. I passed him the pliers and
watched him finish, then squat there looking at the little hole for a long time. I
have grown; in fourth grade the hole was no longer enough, so Grandpa raised it by a
fist, then sanded the burrs at its edges so my clothes would not snag. The

grandfather in the book who picks at his hole every few days, I see him every day.
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The fence can stop chickens; it cannot stop the road Grandpa left for me. When I
closed the book I had decided: in spring when Grandpa replaces the fence wire, the
rusty pieces go to me and the new ones pass from my hands, the burrs are mine to sand
smooth, and the little hole stays open, growing as I grow. I also want to swap the
grandson in the book for myself as I am now: study well, so that when Grandpa
straightens his back in the garden, his heart is at rest. One bed of vegetables, one
share of love. Grandpa tied his love into the fence and left a hole for me; I will

read my love into my books and save it, to hold up the whole family for him one day.
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