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Back to the Garden of My Father

Saturday morning, my son turned seven and still could not tell a green onion from
a garlic sprout. I took him back to the garden of my father, thirty li outside the
city.

The car had barely stopped when my father stood by the ridge with a hoe on his
shoulder. He did not hug the boy; he handed him a small bamboo basket and said:
follow me. The boy held the basket and followed, his steps half the size, the basket
knocking his calf.

Along the ridge the old man pointed here and there: this is scallion, this is
garlic, the leaves look alike, but crush one and smell. The boy crushed one and

wrinkled his whole face, said stinky, then crushed another.

At the bean plot the old man squatted and pointed to the poles: snap beans climb
up the poles, the pods hang under the leaves; only the ones that snap with a sound

are tender, the ones that do not snap stay and keep growing. The boy tried one and
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could not snap it, and looked up. The old man did not help, only said again: twist
it, a quarter turn. This time it snapped with a sound. The boy squatted there

snapping one after another, and the bottom of the basket turned green.

On the way back the old man pulled up a peanut plant, shook off the dirt, and
turned the roots toward the boy. The boy cried out: peanuts grow on roots. The old
man said: the flower is above, the fruit below; the flower withers, the ovary pushes
into the soil, and the peanut swells there. The boy crouched and counted four, and
wanted to carry the whole plant home into a flowerpot. The old man said: the pot is

too shallow, the ovary cannot reach the soil.

At noon the basket was full: snap beans, eggplants, two cucumbers still with the
flower on. On the way home the boy fell asleep in the car, the basket on his lap, one
snap bean against his cheek. His mother called and said I only let him play in dirt.
I said: playing in dirt is how he learns where food comes from. In class he can
recite the poem about each grain on the plate being the fruit of hard labor, but he
has never snapped a snap bean. The line in the book belongs to someone else; the

feeling in the hand belongs to himself.

That night he helped his mother shell beans, saying as he worked: Grandpa taught
that the ones that do not snap should be left to grow. I heard it and wrote it into

my phone. What the old man teaches was never only how to pick.
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