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A Year in Grandpa’ s Garden

The warmth had not yet fully arrived in March, but Grandpa was already busy in
the garden. He crouched at the south end, drawing shallow furrows in the soil with
the handle of his hoe, no deeper than a knuckle. He took a handful of bok choy seeds,
held his hand high, scattered them evenly, and the seeds fell into the furrows almost
silently. When he finished, he raked soil over them with his feet, then lifted the
watering can. The moment the water went down, the surface of the soil turned a shade

darker.
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I asked him when the bok choy would be ready to eat. He straightened up, punched
his back twice, and said we would wait a little over a month, and that I should watch
it grow first. I did not quite understand, so he loosened a bit of soil and showed me
a few soaked seeds, saying that a seed wakes up when it drinks water, and once awake

it pushes upward, and soil cannot hold it down.

In April, the beds really turned green. The leaves were small as grains of rice,
standing in neat rows. I crouched to count them and lost track halfway. Grandpa
thinned the seedlings, pulling out the crowded ones and leaving gaps between the
rest. He said cramped vegetables never grow well, because they all fight for the same

mouthful of sunlight, and if none gives way, none grows big.

By May the tomato seedlings reached the height of a little finger. Grandpa
carried over bamboo poles and staked them one by one, tying them loosely with cloth
strips. He dotted bean seeds along the foot of the fence, one every palm—width. He
told me the beans would climb on their own without any tending, since they know which

way 1s up.

In summer, Grandpa carried two buckets into the garden every morning. The well
was behind the house, and he never rested between the trips. Under the sun the leaves
shone. A cucumber the size of a thumb in the morning was as long as an arm by dusk.
He skipped his midday rest and squatted in the furrows pulling weeds, the roots
coming up still holding wet soil. His hands were rubbed red by the bean vines, his

finger gaps full of mud that would not wash away after several rinses.

When I returned after school began in September, the garden had ripened all at
once. The peppers had turned from green to red, hanging in clusters. Pumpkins lay on
the ground with a whitish film on their skins, which Grandpa called being old. He
snapped off corn; the husks tore open and the kernels clattered together. He held an

ear up for me to see, every kernel plump, the top still carrying a sweet, raw smell.

After the Frost Fall in October, the leaves withered, curled, and crumbled at a
touch. Grandpa cut the vines, turned the soil, and buried them. He said that once
these rotted into the ground, they would be the best food for the vegetables of next
year. The turned earth froze into hard clods. He sat on the ridge and watched it for

a while, smoking one cigarette before going home.

The wind turned harsh in November, and he spread straw over the remaining
spinach, saying that under straw the frost cannot bite them. When I called him from
the city, his first question was always about the final exam, and only his second was

about the garden.

In December I planted a small packet of his seeds in a pot on my balcony, checked

it every day, and saw nothing every day. On the phone he told me not to rush, that
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seeds sleep in the soil and wake on their own time. I keep watch over that pot,

waiting for a sprout, and waiting for New Year, when I will go back to his garden.
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