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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; 1
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 1
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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
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.

www. vv99. net



