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Chen Yu' s Grandfather and His Half-Acre Field

The grandfather of Chen Yu farms a half-acre vegetable garden at the edge of an
urban village. Demolition news has circulated for years, the plot has never moved,
and the hands of the old man have never been idle. Chen Yu says the hands of his
grandfather crack in winter, the deepest split at the joint of the thumb and palm; he
wraps a ring of medical tape around it and is back turning the soil the next day. The
tape curls at the edges as he works, gathers dirt, turns gray—-black, and he does not
change it, saying his hands are tougher than tape. When he digs, his grip on the hoe
is always low, the blade pressed down, lifting the soil of the field steadily. Chen
Yu has watched him from outside the construction fence, saying that watching his
grandfather dig is like watching someone write characters, one stroke after another,

never to be hurried.

Picking vegetables calls for a different pair of hands. Chen Yu says his
grandfather does not grab chilies; two fingers give a twist and the chili comes off
with its stem, a dozen from one plant, the leaves unhurt. For luffa he takes only
palm—length ones, leaving the long ones, saying the big ones are too tough to chew.
Once Chen Yu helped him put the picked vegetables into the basket and the old man
hurried him, telling him to set them down gently, for a luffa bumped goes black by

the next day. Only then did Chen Yu notice: those hands are coarse in the soil but
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delicate with vegetables, their fingertips all callus, yet able to tell by touch

whether a tomato is ripe, one press through the skin and he knows.

Every Sunday evening, when Chen Yu takes the bus back to school, his grandfather
goes out an hour early to pick vegetables, fills a bag, and presses it into his hands
at the corner of the street. Inside is a matched set: a handful of long beans, four
tomatoes, two cucumbers, sometimes a bunch of scallions wrapped in newspaper so they
do not soil the rest. The old man gives only one instruction: vegetables are
expensive in the city, these are fresh, put them in the fridge when you arrive. Once,
after the bus had started, Chen Yu saw through the window that the old man still
stood at the corner, his hand raised and not lowered, still holding the posture of
passing over the bag. He later wrote in a composition that his grandfather cannot
read and never lectured him on any great principle, yet those hands have spoken for
him a whole lifetime: the ground never cheats people; whatever effort you give it, it
returns the same measure; and love for people does not need words either, just put it
in a bag and press it into the hands of the person you love. The homeroom teacher
read that composition to the whole class. When she finished, Chen Yu added one line:
now when he gets tomato and scrambled eggs in the school canteen, he always picks the

unbruised ones first.
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