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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
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
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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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