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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
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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. I 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
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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