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The Distance Between the Bed, the Sweat and the Dusk

The vegetable beds stand row by row. One row of luffa, one row of green soybeans,
one row of greens whose name I cannot say. They stand in good order, like the days my

grandfather has arranged for half a lifetime.

I stand at this end, grandfather stands at that. Between us lie six beds, the
whole of summer vacation, and the words I could not bring myself to say. A year in

the city is so long that I forgot how to call out to him.

The July sun consults no one. It stamps his shadow flat under its foot. He bends
at the waist, his back arched like an old bridge. Sweat sets out from the brim of his
hat, travels a long way, and falls into the soil, and the soil there darkens just a
little.

I counted. He straightens once, wipes his face with his sleeve once, bends again.

In one noon he straightened eleven times. Not one of those eleven drops of sweat fell
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on complaint; every one fell beside the roots. The vegetables do not say thank you.
The vegetables only grow. He builds a trellis for the luffa, tying pole after pole,
every knot facing the same direction, like sweat marching in line, never cutting

ahead.

The luffa knows how long summer is. It opens a few yellow flowers a day, grows an
inch a day, and pushes the dusk one day further back each day. The soybeans know how
heavy summer is. Their leaves droop in the afternoon and 1ift again toward evening,

like a person clenching the teeth.

Dusk enters from outside the garden. First the light turns soft in the furrows,
like water. Then the shadows lengthen, and his shadow spreads from his feet all the
way to mine. Only then I know he was never far from me; it was I who kept standing

too far aside.

I lift the bucket. The water is heavy, I walk crooked and unsteady, and the six
beds take a long time. He says nothing, only straightens his back and yields half a
step. The water goes down, the soil takes one drink, then another, as if for the two

of us it drank up everything we left unsaid.

That night my diary holds only one line: six beds, I walked them once, and I
understood the thousand times he has walked them. Sweat makes no sound, dusk says

nothing. They only place one person, inch by inch, into the shadow of another.
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The Dusk Ledger of Grandfather

Grandfather keeps a ledger, not on paper but in the vegetable beds. He records
the seedlings in spring, the sweat in summer, and only in autumn may he record the
harvest. He does not bookkeep with a pen but with his back, bending down again and

again, each time depositing a number into the soil.

The accounts of June are the hardest to keep. How many days before the tomatoes
turn red, how many ropes to tie the cucumbers onto their frames, he never says. He
only bends down. Sweat is his currency, and he spends it generously, handful by

handful into the beds, never checking his balance.

I am in the final year of middle school, and my schoolbag is heavy, as heavy as
if it carried the dusk of an entire term. The ranking of the mock exam was posted on
the wall; I looked at it three days, and on the fourth day I ran away to the

countryside, ran into that garden.

He asked nothing. He handed me a pair of gloves and set me in the furrow to pass
him seedlings. I crouched for an hour, my neck sore, my knees wet, sweat sliding from
my forehead to my chin and dropping onto the soil. The soil caught it, as naturally

as it had caught ten million drops before.

In that moment I understood his ledger. So sweat that falls into the soil does
not vanish; it is deposited, and the interest grows on the vegetables, on the edges
of tomatoes reddening layer by layer, in the crisp inch of a cucumber wearing its

flower.

Dusk came as always, dyeing the garden the color of old copper. He straightened
up and looked toward the end of the ridges, looking slowly, like a man auditing the
day. He said, look, this bed did us proud this year. His tone was the exact tone of

my father when he sees my progress.

On the way home our shadows merged into one on the dirt road. He said suddenly,
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the ground of study and the ground he farms are the same: the sweat arrives first,
then the harvest arrives:; it cannot be rushed, and it cannot be faked. I nodded, and
nodded again, my throat tight like holding an unripe tomato, too sour to speak for a

moment.

That night under the lamp, two bowls of mung bean soup, one for me, one for him.
Outside the window the cicadas kept their ledger, sound by sound, writing that summer
night down light and steady. I wrote in my own notebook: ninety days to the exam, I
will deposit a little sweat every day. Beside me he counted his cucumbers. Neither of

us spoke, yet both ledgers were full.
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Notes of the Garden Through Four Seasons

The beds of spring are beds that wake up. The frozen soil loosens, and
grandfather squats at the edge of the bed dropping seeds, one and one more, as if
counting the heartbeat of the land. I help him hold the basin; the seeds are so small
that I carry it more carefully than in an exam. The wind is still cold, yet the water
in the furrows has turned warm, the color of the sun falling in and melting. No one

speaks, and the heartbeat of the land speaks for us.

The beds of summer are beds that sweat. The weeds grow wilder than the seedlings,
and the weeds he pulls in one morning pile into a little hill. His sweat has three
looks: some falls into the soil, some on his sleeve, some on his back and then slides
into the furrow. At dusk the garden takes roll call: one luffa, one pumpkin,

grandfather standing right in the middle, none missing, none daring to be late.

The beds of autumn are beds that bend. Pumpkins lie on the ground, their navels
touching the earth, like golden full stops. He picks one, weighs it in his hand, sets
it in the basket, and the dusk inside the basket grows heavier by a measure. He
straightens and looks up; the clouds move very slowly, as if counting the harvest
stroke by stroke for him. I carry the other empty basket and walk deliberately light,
afraid of disturbing the fully ripe days.

The beds of winter are beds that keep the night. Frost traces the ridges into
silver lines; the insect sounds are packed away, and the soil breathes slowly
underneath. In the evening he still walks one round, and his shadow falls on the
resting beds like a thin quilt laid over the garden. He says: the land may rest, but

the person may not; the heart must visit often.

Sweat that falls through the four seasons has names. The sweat of spring is
called hope, the sweat of summer is called duty, the sweat of autumn is called
harvest. In all his life grandfather watered only these three kinds, and the garden
pays him back with green bed by bed, yellow crop by crop, and dusk after unhurried
dusk.

In the city, in front of a fruit stall I suddenly smell the clean scent of a
cucumber, and stand stunned for a long while. In that taste there are vegetable beds,
high noon, and one drop of sweat relieving another drop of sweat at work. The seller

asks whether I want one; I buy one, take a bite, and it tastes of dusk.

The street lamp spreads my shadow on the ground, row after row, like the ridges
of beds. It strikes me that next spring I will go back and sow seeds together with
grandfather. He counts the heartbeat of the land, I count mine. Sweat knows the way,
and dusk knows it too; they will lead me back between those six beds and stand me in

a tidy row.
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