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The Little Bamboo Basket of Grandpa

Saturday morning, the sun had barely risen when Grandpa was already crouching at
the edge of the vegetable garden. Dew still hung on the cucumber vines. He lifted the
leaves one by one to look, and when he found a cucumber he liked, he bent down for a

second look, muttering: this one is just right, this one is just right.

He held the vine with one hand and pinched the stem of the cucumber with the
other. With a snap it came off, and he laid it gently into the bamboo basket at his
waist, arranging them neatly, layer upon layer. The fully ripe tomatoes went into a
separate cloth bag, because Grandpa said tomatoes must not be squashed, or they would

not taste good.

The basket filled up little by little. Cucumbers at the bottom, tomatoes in the
middle, and on top lay several scallions still holding soil. Grandpa patted the rim
of the basket and handed it to me: go, take them to Grandma Li next door. Give her my

regards, and tell her cucumbers taste freshest tossed with garlic.
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I carried the basket to the door of Building Three and knocked three times. When
Grandma Li opened the door and saw it, her eyes curved like crescents. Always your
family! Tell your grandpa his vegetables are the best in our whole building. I have

not bought a single vegetable all summer.

She picked up a cucumber and rubbed it in her hand, saying she would smash some
garlic and dress it tonight. Then she went back inside, and when she came out again,
she carried a bowl of mung bean soup, the sides of the bowl still warm, a few red

dates floating on top.

Take this back to your grandpa. I made it to cool the summer heat. I held the
basket with one hand and the bowl with the other, walking step by step, afraid to
spill a single drop. The basket was far lighter than on the way here, yet my hand

felt heavier.

Grandpa took the bowl and drank half of it on the spot, smacking his lips once.
He looked at the empty basket, then at me, and said slowly: a vegetable garden is
happiest when half of it is shared. Keep it all, and it is only a patch of

vegetables. Share it, and it turns into a building full of friends.

That afternoon I went downstairs to throw out the trash and heard Grandma Li
telling her grandson in the stairwell: the cucumbers grown by the grandpa below our
floor taste wonderfully sweet. The bamboo basket at the garden gate sat empty in the
sunlight, yet it looked full.
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Notes from Grandma Li

Every morning at half past five I go downstairs for my walk, and I always pass
the vegetable garden of 0ld Chen. He rises even earlier than I do, already crouching
at the head of the field. I call out to him, he lifts his head, grass bits still on

his eyebrows, answers with a grunt, and bends back down to his cucumbers.

I have watched him pick vegetables all summer. He does not choose the big
cucumbers but the straight ones. One hand holds the vine, the other gives a twist,
snap, the cucumber comes off. He does not even wipe it on his clothes, just drops it
into the bamboo basket. The red tomatoes go in separately, for he says they are
delicate and cannot bear pressure. He pulls a handful of scallions, shakes the soil
from their roots, and lays them across the top of the basket. Then the basket is
full, level with the rim, nothing sticking out.

Just past eight in the morning, his grandson comes knocking with the basket in
his arms. Three knocks, no more, no fewer, that is the way the boy knocks. When I
open the door he says: Grandma Li, my grandpa sent these, he says cucumbers taste
freshest dressed with garlic. The boy holds the basket tight, as if carrying a brood
of chicks.

Every time I keep the boy for a few words. Once I took his little hand and,
remembering the old days, nearly dropped tears. In the autumn of the year my husband
passed away, 0ld Chen sent me vegetables for the first time, in this very basket,
with three big pumpkins and a bunch of chives inside. He said: sister, pumpkin makes
a filling porridge. In those days I lived alone, and the room was so quiet I could
hear the water pipes inside the walls. That single basket of vegetables pulled me

back among people.

Since then our two families have kept exchanging. He sends a basket of greens, 1
send back a jar of pickled radish. He sends a crate of tomatoes, I sew new straps for

the schoolbag of his grandson. Vegetables have seasons; friendship does not.

That day my return gift was a bowl of mung bean soup, simmered soft with red
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dates, still warm as the boy carried it back. He walked very slowly through the
stairwell, one hand on the bowl, one hand on the railing, and I followed behind,

suddenly feeling that the stairway was bright.

At night I dried the leftover cucumber peels on the balcony and recalled 0ld Chen
saying that a garden shared by half becomes a building of friends. I called down from
the balcony: 0ld Chen, save me two old cucumbers tomorrow, I will pickle them in

sauce! From the garden side came the answer: all right.
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Confessions of a Bamboo Basket

I am a bamboo basket, woven fine, varnished three times, squatting on a stone

block at the garden gate. My owner is an old man with hard calluses on his hands that
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have stroked every seam of my bamboo strips. He never uses me for soil or weeds. He

only lifts me on Saturday dawns, while the dew is still wet.

On picking day I am fed layer by layer. The cucumbers come first, cool, a small
yellow flower about to dry still on their navel. The tomatoes come second, warm,
ripened by the sun, lying shoulder to shoulder, careful not to crowd, for my master
fears overfilling me will bruise them. The scallions come last, black soil still on
their roots, draped over me like a quilt. I am filled level with the rim, my chest

swollen. It is my proudest moment of the year.

Then I am hung on the arm of a boy. He is barely as tall as my handle, yet he
walks steadily, around the puddles, around the bricks. Wind passes through my bamboo
seams, the cucumbers bump heads softly, making a muffled knock—knock sound, like
whispers. We cross the little path between two buildings. Windows open one by one,

people lean out, people call: oh, the vegetables of the Chen family are out again.

Building Three, three knocks. The door opens, and an old grandmother takes us
over. Her hand is very light when she touches the cucumbers, like touching the cheek
of a child. She says a string of words; I cannot remember them all, only that she
called this basket the best in the whole building. Later what fills my belly changes,
replaced by a bowl, hot at the bottom, so hot my insides glow too. They call this a

return gift.

On the way back the boy holds me with one arm and the bowl with the other,
walking slower than before. I am empty, I am light, yet somehow I feel heavier than
when I was full. Later the old man sets me back on the stone block and rubs my rim

with his thumb, like wiping away sweat.

I squat in the sun, smelling of both cucumbers and mung bean soup, the two smells
mixed together, not exactly pleasant, but warm. I suddenly understand: this basket of
mine is full when holding vegetables, and still full when emptied to carry a return
gift. Some things really do grow more the more they are shared, and I carry that

truth in my seams.
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