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My Hands and Grandpa’ s Hands

That summer vacation I stayed at the home of my grandfather, and he gave me a
task: every morning, go with him to turn the soil in the vegetable garden. On the
first day I swung the hoe hard, and after half a ridge my palms began to sting.
Stepping back to look, I saw two blisters, clear and round. Grandpa walked over, said
nothing, took the hoe, and kept turning. His palms carry a layer of old callus,
yvellow and hard, like a piece of worn leather sewn onto the hands. I followed him,
and by the third morning the blisters had broken and scabbed over, and under the
scabs there was no more pain. On the fourth morning I finished a whole ridge by
myself. Grandpa stood at the edge of the field counting, and when I was done he said,

not bad. That was the highest praise he ever gave me.

Once the soil was turned, he let me pick vegetables. He said picking vegetables
is a matter of knowing measure in the hands. A cucumber comes off with one press,
long beans need a pinch, eggplants need scissors. I tried tomatoes. I did not know
how much force to use, and one squeeze made a tomato collapse in my hand, its juice
running down my wrist. I froze. Grandpa picked up the ruined tomato, put it in the
basket, and said it could still be cooked with scrambled eggs, do not waste it. Then
he showed me once more: bend the fingers, 1lift with the pads of the fingers, never

crush with the palm. I followed that way and picked three in a row, all of them
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intact. He squatted by the ridge, looked at them, and the corner of his mouth lifted

slightly, saying that my hands were beginning to understand vegetables.

One evening Grandpa picked a full basket of vegetables and carried it all the way
to the county town, where my mother was coming to fetch me. He handed the bag to me
and told me one by one: eat the long beans within two days, the tomatoes keep well,
the eggplants should be steamed. His hands, fresh from the soil, rubbed their
calluses against my wrist, a little rough. Carrying the bag, I suddenly noticed that
these hands so coarse in the dirt were so light when they placed the vegetables into
the bag, as if afraid of hurting them. On the bus I thought of my hands and his
hands. My hands had gone from blisters to scabs to a thin layer of callus; his hands
had gone from black earth to white hair, and the calluses had never fallen off. When
we got home, my mother said the bag of vegetables had cost my grandfather forty
minutes on foot. I did not answer. I walked to the balcony and looked at my own
hands. That thin layer of callus, I thought, was left behind by the garden.
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