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The Vegetable Garden Behind Our House Grew Into My

Composition

Once, whenever a composition was assigned, I would bite the end of my pencil and
stare at the blank paper for half an hour, unable to think of a single word. The
teacher said to write about life close at hand, but I felt my own days were as flat

as a washed plate. It was the vegetable garden behind our house that changed my mind.

My grandpa has tilled a small plot behind our house for years. As a child, I
thought going to the garden only meant pulling weeds, which was boring. That autumn

week, the teacher assigned an observation piece, and I walked to the garden sulking,
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planning to glance once and go home. But crouching beside the radish patch, I saw
things I had never noticed: the white radish leaves had a fine fuzz, and in the
slanting sunlight the leaf tips glowed with a ring of light. A ladybug crawled along
a leaf vein, stopped twice, then flew away. I passed this patch every single day and

had never looked at it this closely.

I ran home and shouted that the radishes had grown hair. Grandpa laughed and said
that if I could see that, I had eyes worth using, and told me to come look again
tomorrow. I did, and I brought an old exercise book, writing down the date, the
weather, and how many leaves each radish had. On the third day I saw the soil at the
base of a radish split open a little crack, as if the radish were pushing itself up
inch by inch underground. I pulled one out, heavy in my hand, its muddy tail turning
pure white where my fingernail scraped it. Grandpa said this batch was ready to eat.
That night dinner had shredded radish with minced meat, and I finished two bowls of

rice.

Over the next seven or eight days the old exercise book filled up: the ladybug,
the white frost, the cracked soil, the taste of the radish, the hands of my grandpa
on the hoe, and the chives blown crooked by the wind. On composition day I no longer
bit my pencil. I copied the records one by one onto composition paper, added my own

thoughts, and finished the piece in one go.

The next day in language class the teacher read my composition to the whole
class. She said it had details, and that you could tell the writer had truly looked
and truly lived. My ears went hot, but inside I was quietly glad. After school I ran
to the garden to tell grandpa. He was watering, head not even turned: the garden is

right there, it will not run away; if you are willing to look, it is willing to give.

Now whenever I cannot think of what to write, I think of that little plot behind
our house. Life was never flat; I had simply looked at too little, too carelessly.
The words of a composition are not hunted out of an empty head. They grow, like white

radishes in the soil. Squat down and look once with care, and they are already there.
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The Little Red Notebook in My Schoolbag

After entering middle school, the language teacher required a weekly journal
entry. For the first few weeks I tossed and turned at my desk, and whatever I wrote
came down to school, meals, and sleep; even I did not want to read it twice. In the
end it was grandpa vegetable garden that saved my journal, and also saved that big

composition assigned over winter break.

The turning point began with a little red notebook. That weekend in the
countryside, grandpa was hilling soil around the fava beans while I squatted on the
ridge playing on my phone. He handed me a small red-covered book and a pencil: since
you are idle anyway, on the way home write down one thing you saw in the garden
today. I grumbled, took it, thought for a moment, and wrote one line: the fava bean
seedlings are short, the leaf edges curl, and the soil is mounded up to their necks.

One line, and the job was done.

I did not expect that the next weekend I would dig the red notebook out of my
schoolbag on my own. It had drizzled that day; the mud in the garden was black and

glossy, earthworms crawled onto the path and hurried back in, and rain beads rolled
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on the cabbage leaves without scattering. I crouched and filled most of a page, and
only finished noticing the mud on my hands and the wet shoes when I stood up, though
my heart felt full. After that the red notebook stayed in the hidden pocket of my
schoolbag, and one entry went in for every visit: which way the loofah tendrils coil,
from which leaf a grasshopper jumps, why the straw hat of my grandpa has a crack

patched with tape.

The winter break homework included a long composition titled one plant.
Classmates wrote about orchids and cacti. I sat at my desk, opened the red notebook,
read entry by entry, and came to the line from last winter: frost fell, other
vegetables wilted, but the fava bean seedlings still stood straight, and when the
white frost on their leaves melted they turned a shining green. I wrote about that. I
wrote how fava beans stand through cold days, how grandpa calls the fava bean a plain
crop that needs no tending and survives winter on its own, and how in spring it opens
white flowers edged with purple, each blossom hiding a tiny drop of nectar. That
composition came out fast and smooth, as if someone were passing the words to my

lips.

When the papers came back, the teacher had written one line at the end: it
carries the breath of real life; you can smell the soil through it. I read that line
three times. After school I rode my bike to the countryside and waved the notebook at
grandpa. He opened it and read more slowly than I did, and after a long while said:

keeping records is good; what you write down will not get lost.

Now the red notebook in my schoolbag is full, its corners frayed. Not one line in
it is a fine phrase; it is all fava beans, earthworms, frost, straw hats, and other
unremarkable things. But I know that whenever I need to write something, they are all
there. Those words were not invented in my head; the garden handed them to me leaf by
leaf.
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For the Contest Essay I Wrote About the Garden

Last year our school held an essay contest, with the title my home. The homeroom
teacher said the first prize would go on to represent the school in the district
round. The whole class geared up, and I signed up too, but I sat at my desk thinking

all evening and felt emptier and emptier.

I tried inventing first. A story of my mother carrying me to the hospital at
midnight was too worn out; writing about my grandpa knitting me a sweater had no
basis, since my grandpa never knits. A few lines in, I read it myself: dry as dust,
like a plastic flower, bright in color but with no scent. That night I crumpled the
paper and sulked face—down on the desk. My family is ordinary, a farmhouse, a grandpa

who farms, nothing moving enough to write.

The next day was a holiday, and back in the countryside I woke early before the
fog lifted, and followed grandpa to the garden. The old well rim wore a thin sheet of
ice. He drew water, and the wooden bucket knocked against the well edge with a boom
that rang extra loud through the fog. He watered the greens; the dipper tilted, and
the stream of water broke into a fine mist in the fog before settling, making the
leaves sway gently. His straw hat rested on the well rim, its brim dripping. He
crouched pulling weeds, bits of grass stuck to the old padded jacket on his back,
saying nothing. I stood in the fog watching, and it struck me: is not this garden my
home? Moving stories need no invention. They happen in the garden every morning; I

had simply never treated them as anything.
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Back home I spread out manuscript paper and wrote that morning from the
beginning: the old well, the wooden bucket, the thin ice on the rim, the water line
in the fog, the beads on the straw hat, the grass bits on grandpa back. I wrote how
he straightened up and shouted for me to help carry water, how I walked unsteadily
with the bucket, and how he laughed that my shoulders were too thin. When I finished

I counted: over two pages, and not one invented spot in them.

The essay went in, and the results came more than a week later. I won second
prize and did not advance to the district round. Standing before the notice board I
felt a little down and a little unconvinced. The language teacher called me aside and
passed on the judges note: this piece takes no shortcuts; the details are real, and
the reader can walk into that foggy morning. She said second prize is not the end but

proof that you finally know where to look.

I pasted the certificate above my desk. Every time I see it, what comes back is
not the moment of receiving it but the garden in the fog and that single boom against
the well rim. I used to think a good essay meant inventing earth—shaking events out
of imagination. Now I know that writing what is real carries the most force. Grandpa
garden never tells a story; it simply lays the old well, the morning fog, the straw
hat, and a pair of muddy hands in front of me. The rest is mine to see, to record,

and to write.
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