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The Bamboo Basket of My Grandfather

In the mornings of July, the vegetable garden of my grandfather is the most
beautiful place in the village. The garden is fenced with thin bamboo poles stuck
into the ground and tied to cross bars with hemp string. Morning glories climb the
fence, opening purple flowers at dawn and closing them by noon. There is a gap in the
fence, left by my grandfather as a door, and it is also where he hands the basket

through.

The tomatoes grow right along the fence. I crouch down to look. One stake holds
seven or eight fruits, each a different color. The smallest are deep green, hard to
the touch, covered with fine soft fuzz. The bigger ones are pale green with a hint of
yellow inside. The most interesting are half red, one side red and one side still

green, as if someone painted only half of them with a brush. The fully red ones are
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the best, with shiny skin, and in the sun they look like little lanterns.

My grandfather stands outside the fence and hands the bamboo basket in through
the gap. The basket is small, its rim worn pale white, an old basket he has used for
years. He says, pick the red ones, do not pull hard, hold the fruit and lift it

upward, and when you hear a snap it comes off.

I pick the way he showed me. On the first one I squeeze too hard and leave a dent
with my thumb. On the second I am wiser. I hold the fruit and push it up, and the
stem snaps, and the fruit lands safely in my hand, heavy and warm from the sun. I

pick six in a row, and the basket has a full layer lying in it.

At the last one, I find a fully red tomato hiding under a leaf, hidden so deep
that nobody would see it without parting the leaves. I pick it and hold it up for my
grandfather. He laughs and says the fruits in the garden are honest creatures; if you

look for them in earnest, they let themselves be found.

At noon my grandmother cooks the tomatoes I picked, and there is also a plate of
tomatoes with white sugar, and the sweet water turns red. I eat until I am too full

to move, and sit on the doorstep.

I love the vegetable garden of my grandfather. I love the purple flowers on the
bamboo fence, the fruits half red and half green, the old bamboo basket handed in
through the gap, and the moment of a snap when a tomato comes off the plant. Next

July, I am going to pick again.
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After One Rain the Garden Turned Half Red

On the first day of vacation I went to live at the house of my grandfather. I
dropped my schoolbag and ran straight to the garden, thinking at last I could pick
tomatoes. When I reached the fence I froze. The whole shelf of fruits was still
green, shining green, not one red among them. I stood outside the fence with my hand

on a bamboo pole, and for a long while I said nothing.

My grandfather came out of the garden with soil all over his hands. He said, why
the hurry, wait a few more days. I asked how many days. He said he could not say
exactly, but once the weather turns hot and one rain falls, they will turn red by

themselves.

I did not believe him. But that night a heavy rain fell, pattering on the bamboo

fence, and I lay in the room listening, my heart still with those green fruits.

In the morning the rain stopped. I ran to the garden in my slippers. When I got
there I cried out. Half red. Truly half red. The shelves that were all green
yesterday now hung with strings of red, and the red ones still wore drops of water
that trembled in the light. The green ones had changed too, green turning yellow,

yellow turning pale, no longer the colors of yesterday.

I called my grandfather. He walked over slowly, took one look and said, you see,
I told you. He went to the corner of the wall and brought a bamboo basket, and handed
it to me through the gap in the fence. The basket was new, its bamboo strips still

green. He said he wove it on purpose, waiting for the fruits to ripen.

That morning I filled the basket to the brim. The fully ripe ones went to the
bottom, the half red ones on top, for grandfather said the half red ones will ripen

in a few days at home. I crouched under the shelf and looked up. Between the leaves
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everything was red, like a whole shelf of hidden lanterns. A ladybug crawled over one

red tomato, its back red and covered with little dots, prettier even than the tomato.

The basket was too heavy for me to carry. My grandfather took it through the gap,
lifting the basket with one hand and steadying me out of the fence with the other. At
the yard gate I set the basket down, chose the reddest tomato, rubbed it on my shirt,

and bit into it. It was sandy inside, sweet and soft.

At night I wrote in my diary: the strangest thing about the garden is that it
makes no sound. You watch it for days with no change, then one rain passes and it
suddenly turns red before your eyes. I love the vegetable garden of my grandfather,

and those quiet tomatoes that ripen fully the moment their time comes.
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My Grandfather and I Had a Picking Contest

In August the tomatoes in the garden of my grandfather ripened faster than anyone
could pick them. That day I went with a small bucket, and my grandfather saw me from
the far side of the fence. He called through the bamboo poles: let us have a contest,
one basket each, and see who picks more and picks better. I set my bucket down at the

gap in the fence and said, deal.

My grandfather handed his basket in through the gap, and my bucket stood on the
other side of it. The fence was not high, it reached my waist, and the bamboo poles
were warm from the sun. We worked on our own sides, and the garden was full of the

snapping sound of tomato stems breaking.

At first I picked as fast as I could, grabbing only the big ones and yanking them
upward. Halfway through, my grandfather peeked over the fence at my basket and
laughed. He said, look at what you picked. I looked down. Trouble. Two tomatoes in my
basket had thumb dents, one had torn skin, and on another I had pulled the whole stem
out, leaving a small hole. Such fruits do not keep, and my grandmother had said the

ones with torn skin must be eaten the same day.

I changed my method. First look at the color, and pick only the fully red. Then
press gently with the back of the hand, and take only those just soft enough. When
picking, hold the fruit and 1ift it upward, do not yank the stem, and let it snap by

itself. I picked slower this way, but every fruit came out whole.

My grandfather was the fast one. His hands moved through the shelves under the
leaves, lift and release, snap, snap, and his basket filled to a mound in no time. 1
counted. He had picked twenty—three, every one whole. I had picked nineteen, two of

them damaged. 1 lost.

He handed his basket through the gap, lifted my bucket over as well, and said win
or lose it is all ours, picked by the two of us. On the way home he taught me: keep
the ones with stems together, set aside the damaged ones separately, eat the fully

ripe today, and place the half red ones on the windowsill.

At night my grandmother asked who picked more. My grandfather pointed at me. She

did not believe it. He said, she lost to me, but she learned more than I did.

I love the vegetable garden of my grandfather, the bamboo fence, the basket
handed through the gap, and the single snap of a breaking stem. Losing the contest
did not sadden me, because I know that next August I will be able to beat my

grandfather.
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