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Between the Ridges, Grandpa Has Stood for Forty Years

In the cabinet of Grandma there is an old photograph, its corners worn white. The
photo shows a vegetable garden with a low fence, and a young man standing at the head
of a ridge, back straight, holding a bunch of freshly pulled radishes, smiling at the

camera. Grandma says it was taken the second year after she married into the family.

I carried the photo to the edge of the garden and matched it against what stands
there now. The fence has been replaced with a taller one, and there are more ridges,
but the position of the easternmost ridge has not changed, and the furrow is still
the same furrow. The Grandpa in the photo stood as straight as a newly planted
sapling. The Grandpa before me is squatting in a ridge, sowing seeds, his knees
pressed into the soil, his back arched, his head lowered almost to the leaves. He
drops one seed, covers it with a sweep of his foot, and moves half a step forward. He

has done this motion for forty years.

Between the ridges runs a narrow walkway, polished bright by the feet of Grandpa.
He starts weeding at one end of the path, and when he straightens up he is already at
the other. He trains the bean vines, winding them around the bamboo poles loop by

loop, the vines leaving white marks on his fingers. He picks tomatoes, choosing the
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fully ripe ones, twisting them off with the stem into the pocket of his apron. When
the pocket bulges, he straightens up in the middle of the ridge to catch his breath
and wipes his face with his sleeve. The locust tree outside the fence drops its
leaves and blooms again, once and again, and the back of Grandpa, among these ridges,

grows a little lower each year.

At dusk I stood with him at the edge of the garden. He told the story behind the
photo: that year Grandma had just married in, and the radishes he grew were so juicy
that people at the market asked where he bought them. He said this with his hand
still resting on the fence, his eyes following the furrow to the far end. It struck
me then that the shining path between the ridges was pressed out step by step over
forty years. Time flows through the furrows without a sound, pressing the back of

Grandpa lower bit by bit, and planting the days, page by page, into vegetables.

Before going back to town, I took one photo combining the old picture with the
back of Grandpa in the ridge. In it, the fence is still that fence, the ridges are
still those ridges, only the man standing at the head of the ridge has given his

bending back to the soil and kept the smile for the camera.
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