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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.
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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,
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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