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A Lesson of Sounds in the Garden

Have you ever listened to a garden? A garden is not mute. In a garden, every

vegetable can speak, and every voice sounds different.

The cucumber speaks very softly. It grows an inch in one night, wearing a small
yellow flower on its head. That flower is its voice held up on top, not loud, only
bright. If you lean close, you can hear it stretching its joints, snap, one very

light sound, like a pencil being sharpened.

The green bean speaks very crisply. Snap, a tender bean breaks in two, and that
sound is white and soft, carrying water vapor. The old beans are even better at
speaking. Once dried, squeeze them, rustle, rustle, and the whole wall claps for
them.
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Grandpa has his own voice too. His cough is the strangest of all, lighter than
thunder, louder than a door, half a beat slower than a hoe hitting the ground. When
the cough sounds, the cucumber vine shivers, the bean trellis answers, and the whole

garden knows grandpa has come to work.

The hoe of grandpa is the drum of the garden. Dong, dong, dong, the soil turns
over, showing its wet side, the bugs move house in fright, and the earthworms poke
their heads out to watch the show. The footsteps of grandpa are a drum brush, swish,
swish, swish, from the cucumber bed to the bean bed, then back from the bean bed to

the cucumber bed.

The garden also has quiet sounds. A cucumber wearing its flower is quiet; beans
hanging on the trellis are quiet; grandpa crouching at the head of the field saying
nothing, pressing his ear against the edge of a leaf, that quiet is the loudest of
all, louder than the whole street. I have learned this kind of quiet. Before an exam

I recite it once inside my heart, and my heart steadies.

In the classroom I recite my poem about the garden. I recite the cucumbers,
softly and brightly; I recite the beans, crisply and loudly; and when I reach the
line where grandpa bends down, the whole class suddenly goes quiet, so quiet you

could hear a seed sprouting inside the textbook of somebody.

My teacher asks for a second round. In the second round I add the sounds, the
cough, the hoe, the rustle of dried beans. When I finish, a boy in the back row

raises his hand and says: teacher, I smelled it, I smelled the garden.

After school I run downstairs, dash into the garden, stand in front of grandpa,
and say not a word. Grandpa asks nothing either. He hands me a cucumber. I bite into
it, crunch, truly crisp. I give that sound back to the garden, and the garden catches
it.

So a recitation does not have to be finished aloud. One crunch of a cucumber, and
the garden has read the last stanza for me. Grandpa smiles, and his wrinkles are full

of sounds, layer upon layer, all of them mine, all of them belonging to the garden.
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