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My Grandfather and I Had a Picking Contest

In August the tomatoes in the garden of my grandfather ripened faster than anyone
could pick them. That day I went with a small bucket, and my grandfather saw me from
the far side of the fence. He called through the bamboo poles: let us have a contest,
one basket each, and see who picks more and picks better. I set my bucket down at the

gap in the fence and said, deal.

My grandfather handed his basket in through the gap, and my bucket stood on the
other side of it. The fence was not high, it reached my waist, and the bamboo poles
were warm from the sun. We worked on our own sides, and the garden was full of the

snapping sound of tomato stems breaking.

At first I picked as fast as I could, grabbing only the big ones and yanking them
upward. Halfway through, my grandfather peeked over the fence at my basket and
laughed. He said, look at what you picked. I looked down. Trouble. Two tomatoes in my

basket had thumb dents, one had torn skin, and on another I had pulled the whole stem
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out, leaving a small hole. Such fruits do not keep, and my grandmother had said the

ones with torn skin must be eaten the same day.

I changed my method. First look at the color, and pick only the fully red. Then
press gently with the back of the hand, and take only those just soft enough. When
picking, hold the fruit and lift it upward, do not yank the stem, and let it snap by

itself. I picked slower this way, but every fruit came out whole.

My grandfather was the fast one. His hands moved through the shelves under the
leaves, lift and release, snap, snap, and his basket filled to a mound in no time. 1
counted. He had picked twenty—three, every one whole. 1 had picked nineteen, two of

them damaged. 1 lost.

He handed his basket through the gap, lifted my bucket over as well, and said win
or lose it is all ours, picked by the two of us. On the way home he taught me: keep
the ones with stems together, set aside the damaged ones separately, eat the fully

ripe today, and place the half red ones on the windowsill.

At night my grandmother asked who picked more. My grandfather pointed at me. She

did not believe it. He said, she lost to me, but she learned more than I did.

I love the vegetable garden of my grandfather, the bamboo fence, the basket
handed through the gap, and the single snap of a breaking stem. Losing the contest
did not sadden me, because I know that next August I will be able to beat my
grandfather.
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