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Autumn in the Basket, Spring in the Furrow

Just after the Autumn Equinox, the yard was piled high with harvest. Corn, peeled
of its husks, hung on ropes; peppers went into bamboo baskets; pumpkins lined the
wall in a row. I carried a basket to help him bring peppers back from the garden and
switched hands halfway. Grandpa walked ahead with two water buckets on his shoulder
yoke, still turning back to tell me not to jostle the peppers out. In that moment it

felt as if he had carried this autumn of the garden home on his shoulders.

Yet ten months earlier the plot had held nothing. Around Clear Brightness,
Grandpa burned a pile of dead vines from last year at the edge of the field. When the
smoke cleared, he took up the hoe and turned the soil. He broke the clods fine, fine

enough to scatter through fingers. Then he crouched and drew furrows with the hoe
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handle, east to west, then sowed backward as he went, still crouching. I tried
crouching beside him and my legs went numb in ten minutes; he crouched the whole

morning, straightening only a few times to punch his back.

For days after sowing there was no rain. Grandpa walked out to look every morning
and came back saying nothing had pushed up yet. I asked whether the seeds had died.
He said the seeds were gathering their strength. On the day the sprouts finally came,
he stood at the edge of the bed watching and let no one touch them; even I could only
stand three steps away. Rows of tender green had shouldered out of the black soil,
bits of dirt still balanced on the leaf tips.

After the dog days began, Grandpa made two water trips a day. The well sat down
the slope; he carried water to the headland first, then distributed it can by can.
After watering the last row at dusk, he squatted under the trellis to pinch off
yellowed old leaves, straightened a crooked melon, and slid a tile under it, saying a
melon lying on wet ground will rot. When a thunderstorm came at night, he put on his
raincoat to check the drainage ditch and came back with muddy trouser legs. Half
asleep, I asked why he did not stay in bed. He said vegetables soaked overnight would

rot at the roots, and the work of a whole year would go for nothing.

The solar terms in his mouth ran truer than in our textbooks. He said radishes in
the first dog days and greens in the second; that cabbage hearts only close after the
End of Heat; that peppers before Frost Fall bite hardest, because the cold sharpens
them. I used to recite these as rhymes. Watching in the field, I found the cabbage
really did heart on schedule and the radishes really did swell after the dog days

began, as if he carried a calendar no one else could see.

On the evening the harvest ended, Grandpa set the last basket of peppers by the
gate and left two bags for the neighbors. He sat on the threshold smoking, looking at
the half-empty field. I asked if he would plant again next year. He stubbed out the
cigarette and said he would turn the soil tomorrow and sow spinach. It struck me then
that his garden never has an ending: what autumn takes away grows back from the same

furrow in spring.

On the bus back to the city, that basket of peppers sat at my feet, its heat
stinging through the paper. 1 saw again his back in March, crouching and backing as
he sowed, and him in summer with water buckets, turning to warn me. A basket of
autumn, it turns out, is packed entirely with furrows dug in spring and water carried

through summer.

www. vv99. net



