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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 is 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
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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
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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My Son Chases Butterflies, I Chase Childhood

The garden of my father lies at the foot of the village, half a mu, one bed after
one bed, laid out straight. The boy squatted by the ridge playing with dirt. A white
butterfly landed in the cabbages; he saw it, got up, and chased, his small back
darting between the cabbage heads. I stood at the other end of the furrow watching,

and suddenly it was like seeing myself.

When I was small, I chased butterflies in this same garden. Father was still
strong then, swinging the hoe high. Seeing me crash into the cabbages, he put on a
stern face and shouted: you will crush them. I ran around the ridge, and he came
after me with the hoe raised, though the hoe was raised quite low. My mother stood at
the head of the field with a basket, laughing, then scolded us two, saying neither

could be managed.

The funny part: I was afraid of caterpillars back then. One green one on a
cabbage leaf could make me jump backward and call for Father. That day my son lifted
one on two fingers and brought it to my eyes: Dad, look, it has so many feet. I took
it and put it back on the leaf, and my hand did not shake at all. When did I stop

being afraid? I could not remember.

Father sat on the bamboo chair by the field smoking, and said: you were far
naughtier than him. I laughed and crouched down to ask what else I had done. He
counted one by one: wading into the ditch for fish, trouser legs rolled to the knee;
picking green plums, sour enough to twist the mouth, and picking more anyway; pulling
a radish, wiping it on the lapel, gnawing it, juice all over the face. I listened,

and each item struck something inside me, like someone ringing a small bell for me.

The boy does not know that this garden was my playground when I was small. He

only knows that caterpillars have many feet, that butterflies cannot be caught, that
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dirt can be piled into a little hill. That is enough. Childhood did not go far away;
it hides in the garden, under the cabbage leaves, in the earthy smell of the furrow.
One step in, and it comes back, climbs onto the back of the next generation, and

chases butterflies all over again.

In the car on the way home the boy fell asleep, half a cabbage leaf sticking out
of his pocket, the food he insisted on bringing back for the cabbage worm. I did not
take it out. In the mirror Father stood at the village entrance watching us leave,

the bamboo chair empty behind him, the seat still holding the warmth of the sun.

YE3C (kD ibTAS R AL

WICEIATE TR0, U H M CGRRE) o AR TR Tk, R ERSTVEH, 2
B3, RS AN, M N RERY, R EMLEE .

PIERWAHEN, Ui REMEEERE SRR E N REFT . BEBZL =M
r, IAEMMRLRL-E )M, A7 HUeH T &, REAERNTE, FEFEA, HENARXAA, &
AN b o

HMEISETEAE R, LU/ — L, AT AR . i A I 3, Lk, i3
FETHL, SERIRGRA R, JTAFREEIE M. SMNEAE, RUilg s, FrekKE, 22 7Lk,
FEBE R, ggkiaedb b, RYGEEHEE, wA R RERE, Sh2E R, R ke
JEIKER.

Pt sEperd il et LA, FREALTUARSS, M HORIRIE B, dhm A 3 IR R
T BEEKAEIA S, KRGS 7. M seid it A CiRSe, i3I n 24,

SNESGE T\ MRS AR, 5 R R, R RAE WAR i AGE S, A B
BRI IE TS . FARAETNKRIIBH & b, XE MM &L 2R Az EAas . WESk
LT, fEHERATARMN L BFmEAT RIERE; SRR SRR KICI R
MG AR R 57 T%, @ET ERH, &f fKEH.,

RO, ZIMERRS : AN, 5. RICXAESAWIr. 9hY)
i BN T, PRANEEEWT L, HES IR, Bk, Bk KRS, SNEE T\EE,
AR AR el 7, Wghelsk, ShfEmEd, PELERIR, mA.

The Essay About the Garden Reminds Me of Grandma

The Chinese teacher assigned an essay titled My Garden. I sat at the desk for
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half an hour and wrote only the title on the paper. To write about a garden, one must
first have a garden to write about. Our home is on the sixteenth floor, the ground

below is a parking lot. Where could I go to see a garden.

Grandma saw me chewing the pen and said: go to the balcony and look at the pot of
scallions you planted yourself. I went and looked. I planted that pot in March; now
there are seven or eight sparse stalks, and one of them has sent up a flower stalk. I
squatted before the pot, and while looking, what came to me was not this pot but the

garden of my maternal grandmother.

Her garden was behind the house, a little smaller than the school playground,
with everything in it. When the tomatoes ripened I picked them without asking,
choosing only the reddest, clutching them, and only dared to bite once I reached the
wall, juice running down between my fingers. She did not scold, only said: slow down,
the seeds are not hard yet, eat too many and your belly will ache. The watermelon was
cooled in the well, its rope tied to the well rim. I lay on my belly and peered down;

cold air rose in waves; she lifted it up and the melon was covered with water beads.

I also helped her at the stove. She picked in the field; I squatted at the stove
feeding firewood, smoke stinging tears down my face. She glanced back at me and
laughed, saying: cannot even burn a fire, what will you do when you grow up. After

saying it she still fed the wood herself and moved me to sit by the door.

She has been gone eight years. Her garden is still there; my uncle keeps planting
in it. Last year on a video call I saw the tomato stakes still standing, and the iron
ring on the well rim still shining. Sitting on the balcony on the sixteenth floor,
facing a sparse pot of scallions, I suddenly understood how the essay should be
written. I wrote about her hands, soil in the seams of her nails that never washed
off; the warmth of a tomato clutched in the hand; the cold air rising from the well;
the stove fire lighting her side face bright and dim by turns. I wrote a thousand

words, all of it things the hands know, not one line of grand reasoning.

Next day the essay books came back. The teacher wrote at the end: the details are
real, there is life in this. I read the line to Grandma. She said: then it is right;
if your grandmother heard it, she would surely praise you. I nodded and did not
reply. A garden is a keepsake. She has been gone eight years, but the moment I think
of that garden, she comes back, standing by the ridge, turning to look at me, and

smiling.
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