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The Fence Has Been Rebuilt Many Times

The fence around the garden of Grandpa has been rebuilt many times. As a child I
believed the fence had always stood there, and only later did I learn that every few

years he cut bamboo behind the house and replaced the whole row.

The old fence was tied together from branches and bamboo strips, with a few
withered vines tangled on it, and every spring it was covered again with morning
glories opening small pale purple flowers. The gap in the fence was exactly wide
enough for a child to squeeze through. I went in and out many times, and Grandpa
never scolded me, only saying, mind the seedlings. The vegetable ridges lay inside
the fence, one beside another: one ridge of spinach, one of cabbage, one of green
onions. He sowed by the solar terms, and the vegetables in the ridges seemed to obey

him, sprouting when they should, turning green when they should.

Grandpa was always bent over in the ridges. He bent while pulling weeds, bent
while watering, and bent even deeper while building supports for the tomato plants. I

was small, and looking through the gap in the fence, I could only see his back rising
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and falling among the leaves, like a bow never pulled full in the wind. At noon the
wind blew across, his jacket clung to his back, and the sweat stains spread in dark
and light patches. Later I grew tall enough to see his white hair over the fence, and

only then did I notice that his back curved more each year.

The summer I entered middle school, a rainstorm pushed down half the fence.
Grandpa tied the fence up again, and when he finished, he rested his hand on the top
rail and stood looking at it for a long time. I went over to hold the bamboo for him.
He said this fence had stood for twenty years, keeping out chickens, keeping out
dogs, keeping out the greedy hands of passing children, but it had never kept out
time. The ridges were still there, one beside another, and the vegetables he planted

grew up, were cut for one harvest, and grew back for another.

Last weekend, back at the home of Grandpa, he was bent over in a ridge, thinning
seedlings. The bamboo strips of the fence were new, glowing pale yellow, and the
fresh smell of bamboo mixed with the smell of soil. I stood outside the fence and
watched for a while without calling him. This is how the years pass: leaking through
the gaps of the fence, landing on the back of Grandpa, and soaking into these rows of

vegetables.
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