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The Garden Behind the House

Behind the house in the village lies a vegetable garden, fenced round with
bamboo. On the gate hangs a piece of old hemp rope, and in its loop stands an iron
hook for pulling vegetables, there all year round. Entering through this gate, on the
left is a row of bean trellises, bamboo poles leaned into A-frames, bean vines
winding up the poles. Under the trellises is shade where people have squatted to
escape the heat, and on the ground remains half of a chalk circle, drawn crooked. On
the right lie six vegetable beds, with narrow dirt paths trodden between them, the
soil on both sides of the paths polished smooth by shoe soles. Farther in, against
the wall stands a black—glazed water jar, its mouth covered with a board, a notched
ladle resting on the board. The garden is not big. From the gate to the water jar, I

counted twenty—one steps.

I stayed there one summer vacation, and my eyes ended up resting entirely on the

chili peppers. They grow in the bed by the wall, seven plants in all. At the end of
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June they flower, small white blossoms with five petals; when one flower falls, a
small upward-pointing chili pushes out from the fork of the branches, blue—green, as
thick as a fingertip. The rains of July come one after another, and the chilies
change from day to day, some curved like a crescent moon, some straight like a nail.
The liveliest sight is the branches in August: on one and the same plant, green ones,
half-yellow turning red, and fully ripe red ones crowd together; the red ones carry a
deep color, like lacquer, and shine oily in the sun. I once stood on tiptoe, picked a
red one, took a bite, and the heat rose from the root of my tongue until tears nearly
came. Grandmother laughed beside me, saying that if you pick chilies, pick the fully
ripe red ones, and leave the half-green, for tomorrow they will turn red. After that
I went to look at those seven plants every morning, counting how many turned red each

day, like counting the days of the month.

The busiest person in the garden is Grandmother. In the evening she carries the
ladle, scoops water from the jar, and starts watering from the outermost bed, one
ladle after another, the water falling on the soil, which darkens patch by patch.
When she reaches the chili bed she slows down, pouring the water on the soil around
the roots rather than over the leaves, saying that water on the leaves at noon, baked
by the sun, will rot them. When she finishes she pinches off two straggly long beans
and drops them into the cloth bag at her waist. Walking along the bed paths, she
never looks at where her feet land; she knows better than anyone which soil is loose
and which is slippery. One night with thunder, she put on her raincoat and went out
to the garden to lash the bamboo poles of the bean trellis one more time. The next
day the trellis stood firm, and her shoes were caked with mud. Later, eating many
vegetables in the city, my tongue still often recalls those seven chili plants. The
garden is still that garden; the gate, the bean trellises, the six beds, the water
jar, each still in its place. Only the person carrying the ladle grows a little

shorter each year.
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Grandpa’ s Tomato Trellis

Grandpa put up a row of tomato trellises against the wall of the garden, eight
bamboo poles tied to eight seedlings, like handing each one a walking stick. He told
me tomatoes bear fruit standing up, so they need support. I had just entered seventh
grade that summer, and every day I ran out to the garden, and whatever I looked at, I

ended up lost in the tomatoes.

In mid—June the seedlings opened yellow flowers, spike after spike, the centers a
deep orange. When the flowers faded, hard green fruits formed beneath, each topped
with a five—pointed calyx. Grandpa squatted before the trellis to remove suckers,
flicking his finger and snapping off the little shoots from the leaf axils. He said
if the suckers are left, the nourishment all feeds the leaves, and the fruit grows
big but not sweet. He worked fast, a dozen flicks per plant, then dusted the soil off
his hands. For tying the vines he used strips torn from corn husks, winding once and
finishing with a slip knot, saying a hard knot cuts into the hand and the swelling
vine would ache. I asked him whether a vine could ache. He said after farming a

lifetime, everything looks like it could ache.

At the end of July the tomatoes began to change color, starting with a pale ring
at the shoulder of the fruit, reddening one ring deeper each day. Grandpa hit on a
trick: beside each fruit cluster he stuck in a small slip of cigarette—box paper with
the date written on it, saying that way you know which cluster is ready. 1 read the
pencil marks for him, and at the third cluster he picked one still slightly green,

saying hang it indoors and in a week it will redden by itself. The one on the window
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hook really did redden day by day, slower than those in the ground, but evenly. One
morning in mid—August, the ripe fruit on the trellis all reached their hour at once,
red and soft, a sheen on the skin in the sunlight. Grandpa picked a handful, wiped
one twice on his jacket, chose the reddest, and handed it straight to me, saying it
is sweet, bite into it. Standing by the trellis I bit open, juice running down to my
elbow, sandy pulp, sweet with a thread of sour. Grandpa watched me and smiled, took

one himself, did not wipe it, bit right in, saying fruit from the ground is clean.

Later that row of trellises came down, and the poles went into the woodshed. On
nights doing homework in the city, I sometimes think of that slip of cigarette—box
paper beside the fruit cluster, a narrow white strip with pencil writing, like an
account kept for the tomatoes. Grandpa never kept accounts for the family, yet he
kept them for his tomatoes. Mother says he grows less now, four poles instead of
eight, still against the wall, still flowering every June. When I phone home he says
the first cluster this year has turned red, saved for me. I ask what for. He says it
again: saved, come back and pick it. There is wind on the line, rattling the ties on
the trellis. I know his hands passing over vegetables are still the same, wipe twice,

press it into you, and say nothing more.
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The Radish Bed at the End of the Garden

The radishes came out of the ground before the Start of Winter. That morning the
frost had not yet melted, and Grandpa was already squatting in the bed at the far end
of the garden, his faded apron tied over the padded jacket. I walked over carrying a
basket, my shoe soles crunching on the frost. From the gate of the fence to the
radish bed, you pass a row of bean trellises, six vegetable beds, and a water jar; I
could walk that path with my eyes shut, yet that day my eyes were wide open, because

the radishes in the ground were waiting for me.

That bed of radishes was sown in September. At first there was only a spread of
saw—toothed leaves lying flat on the ground, showing nothing. At the end of October a
little white pushed up from under the leaves, the crown of a radish. Grandpa raked
the soil away around each crown with his hand, baring half a body to the light,
saying let it show its head, let it have some sun, and it will turn sweet. After that
I went every two days to see whether they had fattened. The leaves were still the
same leaves, but whatever lay under the ground changed size by the day. Once I
grabbed a handful of leaves and pulled upward with all my strength; nothing moved,
and I nearly sat down on the ground. Grandpa laughed out loud from the far side of
the bed, saying the radishes had not grown big enough, and pulling them was

quarreling with the ground.

On the day we lifted them, the method of Grandpa was to grip the base of the
leaves, lean back, and pull while rocking side to side; the radish came out trailing
a clump of soil, he twisted off the leaves, and tossed it into the basket. I tried to
copy him and snapped my first one in half, the bottom left in the earth. He slid a
small spade down along the soil and levered it, and the half came out too, saying the
broken half stays for us and the whole ones are for sale. One radish was snapped open
on the cutting board, its cross—section a pale blue core, and Grandpa handed me one
half. I sat on the stone at the edge of the bed and crunched into it: crisp, sweet,
with a touch of pepper. A half apiece, the two of us, neither speaking; the field was

quiet except for a rooster crowing far off.

That afternoon we lifted a little under half the bed, covered the rest with
straw, and said the remainder would wait for the New Year. At supper Grandmother

stewed the broken half-radish, the soup milky white. I lay on the table looking at
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that bowl and suddenly thought of all the sun those radish crowns had soaked up.
Grandpa came over and dropped another piece of radish into my bowl, saying that after
this bed is finished, they will plant beans in spring, still on the row of trellises
by the gate. I said all right. On the back of his hand was a fresh crack with a strip
of tape over it, and the edges of the tape had soil on them too. I was in eighth
grade by then, and I already understood how many passes of a hand a bed of radishes
makes from seed to table, and every one of those passes was made by his hands. The
radishes at the end of the garden were all eaten before spring, not one left. Grandpa
stood at the edge of the empty bed and looked for a while, then turned the soil,
raked it flat, and said this plot would rest a little before getting busy with the
next thing.
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