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Step into the Garden and Childhood Returns

Saturday noon I drove back to the village. The house door stood open; Father was
not in it, and the hoe by the wall was gone. He must be in the garden behind the
house. I changed shoes and went down to help. One step into the furrow, and the smell
of soil mixed with the clean smell of crushed coriander stems hit me from the front.

I stood there stunned. I had not met this smell for more than twenty years.

When I was small, I came in and out of this very furrow. In summer I pulled at
the hem of Father clothes. He squatted to thin seedlings; I squatted beside him and
pulled grass, pulled a few and ran to show him. He lifted one, looked, and said: this
one 1s not grass, this one is a carrot seedling. Back then I could not tell them
apart; I crouched and looked a long time and still could not. Now I crouch down and

tell at a glance, yet no one asks me anymore.

Everything done in that garden, I remember one by one. Eating a cucumber without
asking: pick it, wipe it twice on the sleeve, bite; the flowery end is crisp and a

little bitter; Father saw through it and said nothing, let me finish it. Catching
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dragonflies: red dragonflies love the tops of bean poles; to go near, the hand must
move slow, the breath must move slow; when one is covered in the palm, the laugh
bursts out loud, and the wind of its wings leaks through the gaps of the fingers.
Shaking peanuts was the liveliest: pull up one plant, knock it on the soil, and the
peanuts fall in a rustle; I crouched and counted, four, six, and called Father over

when the count pleased me.

In a flash I am forty, and Father is seventy—three. That day in the garden he
held the hoe and I held the water ladle. He directed from the front: this bed needs a
thorough watering, that one is sandy, do not pour too much. I bent to carry water
from the well, and after one trip my waist ached, and I suddenly understood how many
years he had bent this way, and how his back bent down little by little.

On the way back my wife asked what I had been spacing out about in the garden. I
could not answer. A vegetable garden is like a storehouse. What it keeps is not
vegetables; it is childhood. One step in, and the smell, the soil, the posture of
crouching, the wind in the palm, all come back, far more reliable than what the head

keeps. What the hands remember lasts longer than what the head remembers.

At dusk Father stir—fried the greens he had thinned out, and I ate two big bowls
of rice. Seeing me eat well, he said little, only pushed the plate a little closer to
me. The bamboo chair stood in the corner of the yard, 1lit by the setting sun, well

matched with his seventy—three years.
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