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The 01d Bamboo Chair by the Garden

The bamboo chair came into our life together with the garden. That spring,
Grandpa hauled in seeds, a hoe and a bamboo chair on a handcart. The chair was set on
the bare ground by the fence, its four legs sinking into the loose soil as if it had

taken root.

Grandpa treated the bamboo chair better than the wooden one at home. The wooden
chair sat in the main room, seldom used; the bamboo chair sat by the garden, occupied
every day. Each evening, Grandpa came out of the beds, rinsed the mud off his shoes

at the well, then sat down. The bamboo joints creaked once, like a greeting. On the
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chair he rolled up his trouser cuffs, pulled off his gloves, knocked the fresh weeds

clean against the leg, and only then walked home slowly.

The armrest broke once. The summer it rained hard, Grandpa was carrying the chair
indoors when his foot slipped, and the chair struck the doorframe, splitting the
right armrest. He did not throw it away. He went to town, had it bound with two bands
of bamboo strip, then brushed tung oil over it himself. The new binding was pale,
visible from two steps away. For years after, that pale scar stayed there, worn

shinier than anywhere else on the chair.

When I was small I was not allowed to sit in it. It belonged to Grandpa. Only
while he watered could I sit for a moment. My feet did not reach the ground, and the
joints creaked under me. The chair was tall; from up there I saw the garden at the
same height as Grandpa. I watched him walk along the furrows with his watering can,
the stream thin and steady, landing at the roots. When he finished, he straightened
his back and glanced toward the chair. The setting sun was behind him, stretching his

shadow onto the chair and then across the beds.

The year Grandpa fell ill, Father took over the garden. One evening I saw Father
sitting in that bamboo chair, his back a little bent, his posture exactly the way
Grandpa used to sit. The setting sun 1it him and the luffa vines Grandpa had trained
along the fence. The soil under the four legs had pressed into a shallow hollow;

whoever sat there sat at the same height.

Later the chair stood empty. Father left it by the fence, never moving it
indoors. Every spring he took it out into the sun and brushed on a coat of tung oil.
It was still the same chair, and the pale scar of bamboo strip was still there. When
the sun slanted low, the seat fell half in light, half in shade, as if someone were

sitting in it.

Last autumn I went back to the old house and sat in the bamboo chair for a while.
The bamboo was warm from the sun, and the joints creaked once as I sat down. The
radishes in the garden had just come out of the ground, and the onions along the
fence stood in neat rows. I sat still and watched the sun turn the whole garden gold,
then slowly darken it. The chair creaked softly under me, like Grandpa just settling

down beside me.
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When the Setting Sun Warmed the Chair

When the sun dropped to the roof on the west, the light in the garden changed
color. The shadow of the luffa trellis stretched long across the whole furrow; the
bamboo chair stood by the fence, its seat shining in the last of the sunlight. At
that hour Grandpa was still in the ground. The chair was empty. It had to wait.

He did not sit until the work in his hands was done. The sun lit the chair first,
then his bent back. He earthed up the young eggplant seedlings, shovelful by
shovelful, crumbling the clods between his fingers. The shadow grew longer, crawling
from one end of the bed to the other, covering him entirely. He never noticed, until

the can ran dry and he carried it empty to the well.

After rinsing his shoes in well water, Grandpa walked to the bamboo chair. The
joints creaked, and he sat down. He picked up the palm—leaf fan from beside the
chair, not to fan himself but to twist the streaks of mud off his trouser cuffs. He

looked over the garden. His gaze started at the onion beds on the east and moved row
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by row to the west: the onions stood straight, the garlic shoots had pushed through,
and the gap of five missing hills in the radish bed he would fill on the weekend. He

looked once and kept score once. The chair held him without a sound.

When I came home from school, I dropped nothing and ran first to the garden edge.
Grandpa sat in the chair; I crouched in front of it. He handed me a cucumber just
picked, rinsed twice in well water, bitten through while still crisp, its seeds
tender. One sat, one crouched, neither speaking. The sun leaked through the gaps in
the luffa trellis onto us, onto the empty can. The cicadas changed their tune then,

calling thicker.

A little darker, Grandpa stood and moved the chair inside the fence gate, afraid
of the night dew. The chair leaned against the wall, its legs still holding the
warmth of the day. He latched the gate and carried the cucumber and a handful of
scallions home. The garden went dark; the chair stood in the darkness, waiting for

the sun of the next day.

Those evenings, the chair knew better than anyone: which day the luffa climbed
the trellis, which day the first pepper turned color, which day Grandpa sat in it
longer than usual. Once he sat so long that the sun was gone before he rose. 1
thought he had fallen asleep; coming closer, I saw him looking at the radish bed

where the seedlings had been replanted, a small smile at the corner of his mouth.

The garden is still there now, and the bamboo chair still stands by the fence.
The sun still slants in every day, lighting the seat first, then the beds. The chair
is empty; no one bends over the ground. But the way the light walks across the garden
has not changed, from the onion beds on the east to the trellis on the west, as if

someone sat in the chair, watching it all over again.
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Confessions of the Bamboo Chair

I am a bamboo chair, living beside the fence of a vegetable garden. My owner is
an old man who grows vegetables:; people call him Grandpa. Every morning he carries me
inside the fence and sets me square, pressing my four legs firm before he opens his
watering can. He knows my legs are soft and afraid of sinking into loose soil, so

every spring he brushes me with a coat of tung oil.

My body carries many marks. The right armrest is bound with two bands of bamboo
strip. The year he carried me in out of the rain, I struck the doorframe, and he
grieved over it, taking me to town for mending. My left front leg bears a pale scar
from the flood year, when he lifted me over his head onto the steps and my leg hit
the stone. The middle of my seat has sunk a little, pressed down by ten—odd years of
his sitting.

He sits in me every evening. I know the weight of him settling down, heavier on
the left side, where he leans of habit. He is not talkative on me. He rolls his
cuffs, twists off streaks of mud, watches his vegetables. The way he reads the garden
is the way one reads a letter, line by line. Sometimes he pats my armrest, the way

one pats the shoulder of an old friend.

A child came often. At first he could not climb into me and only dared crouch
beside me while Grandpa handed him a cucumber. Then he grew taller and, while Grandpa
watered, secretly climbed up, pressing me until every joint cried out. He started;

Grandpa laughed out loud from the far end of the bed. Later he did homework sitting
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on me, my arms holding his elbows as he crossed out mistakes. He does not know I can

hear the pen scratching paper.

One year, Grandpa came less. First once every few days, then not the whole
summer. The child came in his place, sat in me for half an hour at a time, doing
nothing, just watching the setting sun. The sun split my seat into two halves, one
bright, one dark. The child reached out and touched the pale scar of bamboo strip on

my armrest, touching it a long time.

I thought I would be thrown away. Many evenings stood empty; rain beat on me,
snow pressed on me. But it did not happen. In spring, someone carried me out into the
sun and brushed me with tung oil, just as before. The child was tall now, crouching

to look at me the way Grandpa once looked at him.

Now he sits in me again, drawing out that familiar creak. His weight is not the
weight of Grandpa, but he sits in the same place, and the little hollow catches him
exactly. The sun leaks through the gaps of the luffa trellis onto his knees. I creak
once, softly. I think what I hold is not one old man, nor only one child, but every

evening this whole garden has ever sat through.
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