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Praise for
Digging In


“Now this is what gardening is really about! Its not only about getting your hands dirty, but its the experiences and life lessons that grow from the garden. Robert Bensons story is touching, funny, and delightful. I want to see Roberts garden!”

—REBECCA KOLLS, host of the nationally syndicated Rebeccas Garden on NBC and HG-TV, author of the book by the same title, and publisher of Seasons by Rebecca magazine




“An enjoyable read for seasoned and beginning gardeners. Robert Benson gives people inspiration.”

—JOHN CARLOFTIS, contributing editor, Garden Design magazine




“Digging In is a classic of gende memoir. I will never look at a garden in the same way again, and neither will you. This is Benson at the top of his game.”

—PHYLLIS TICKLE, author of more than two dozen books, including her latest, The Night Offices, and The Divine Hours series




“When one is alert to the tenderness of ordinary things—finches and fence posts and fish fries—and when one has a way with words, one is likely to pen books that invite a reader to consider her own ordinary life anew and honor the hidden arts of tending and nurture that gende our world. Robert Benson does just that in Digging In.”

—WENDY M. WRIGHT, professor of theology, Creighton University, and author of Seasons of a Family's Life and Sacred Dwelling




'Digging In is thoroughly wonderful. Benson's writing is spare, simple, understated, always faintly humorous—and very forceful without seeming to be. As he writes about digging holes for a fence and growing roses, he also uses his spade and shovel to turn over the readers heart. Before you know it, you are in that garden, invested in its development, and strangely affected by roses you've never seen and a fountain you've never heard. The book delivers what it promises—it digs deep.”

—PAULA D'ARCY, speaker and retreat leader and author of several books, including Gifi of the Red Bird, Sacred Threshold, and Song for Sarah




“Charming, unique, poignant, special, and dear describe this remarkable little book. In reading these pages, I feel as though I'm being given permission to look through Robert Benson's window. What I see touches me deeply: love, life, creativity and dreams, growth, humor, hard work, beauty of the earth, blossoms, contemplation, and delight.”

—MACRINA WIEDERKEHR, OSB, author of The Song of the Seed




“Robert Benson reminds us of what we too often forget—that the ground we walk upon is sacred. With the creative eye of a novelist and the playfulness of a poet, he tutors us in the art of really knowing the place where we live and celebrating the wonders in our own backyards.”

—FREDERIC and MARY ANN BRUSSAT, coauthors of Spiritual Literacy and directors of SpiritualityandPractice.com







More Praise for Previous Books by
Robert Benson


“Bensons tone remains chatty and down-to-earth, and the analogies he draws hit the mark….”

—The New York Times Book Review




“Benson writes mellifluously with original insights and welcome humor…. [He] captures a world in which time slows down and material things become of less importance…. Charming and elegantly written…that rare gift, a thought-provoking record of his own spiritual quest…. Willa Gathers phrase 'Thy will be done in art as it is in heaven could serve as an epigraph to [his] fine work.”

—Publishers Weekly




“The authors language is graceful and his ideas graced….”

—American Benedictine Review




“A joy to read…so personal that the reader will feel he knows Robert Benson as an old friend. It is disappointing to awaken from the text and realize otherwise…. The characters and locations…become a meditation and talisman for a deeper existence.”

—Bookpage




“An eloquent, warmhearted guide to enriching our lives…”

—FORBESBOOKCLUB.COM




“Bensons deceptively sneaky storytelling sneaks up on you. His style…a fusion of gentleness, raw truth, and quiet power.”

—NIKKI GRIMES, award-winning author of Bronx Masquerade




“In looking at his life with candor and hope, Robert Benson helps us to look at our own. His words have the ring of truth.”

—FREDERICK BUECHNER, acclaimed author of more than 30 novels and nonfiction books, including his latest, Secrets in the Dark




“Robert's Benson's prose delights the ear like poetry…. He gendy guides readers toward a life in which simple duties take on divine significance.”

—LIZ CURTIS HIGGS, award-winning, best-selling author of more than 25 novels and books, including her latest, My Hearts in the Lowhnds




“Refreshingly candid, funny, and deeply serious.”

—KnoxvilL News-Sentinel




“A sort of contemplative bask… This memoir is like a beach towel left on the cabana clothesline, lifting in the tropical breeze, calling less attention to itself than to the prevailing winds which point one wise man toward another way home.”

— The Nashville Scene




“[Benson's] easy prose, artful story, and theological sensitivity combine to invite us…to the Story.”

—Relevant magazine




“Again and again, Robert Benson speaks to my heart.”

—LUCI SHAW, writer-in-residence, Regent College, and author of numerous books and eight volumes of poetry, including her latest, What the Light Was Like







ALSO BY ROBERT BENSON
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The Body Broken

A Good Life

Home by Another Way

Daily Prayer
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This book isforJB and Geoffrey,
who brought us to Sunnyside and then
brought us a joy we would
never have known.
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And it is for Hal,
my friend who taught me what the word
“neighbor” means.
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And it is for the gardener
who loves me.
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With this more substantial shelter about me,
I had made some progress toward settling
in the world.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU
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To keep the perfect days so that what we have
laboured over and nourished, petted and protected
can be held at its zenith…how badly we would
like to hold it just so.

—MIRABEL OSLER
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WE SPENT THE FIRST YEARS of our marriage out in the suburbs about fifteen minutes east of Nashville. But we were not really suburbanites at heart. We like sidewalks and old trees, front porches and old cottages, and restaurants within walking distance.

To the constant curiosity of our suburban neighbors in those days, the two of us did our best to turn our small tract house in an ordinary subdivision into a Victorian cottage, inside and out.

We whitewashed the brick exterior and grew privet hedges around the front edge of the yard and down the sides, trying to grow them tall and unruly and impenetrable to the eyes of people driving by. We put in white board fences and a potting shed and a kitchen garden. We hunkered down behind the hedges and piped opera out the window into the backyard and generally did our best to live as though Rosamunde Pilcher and Miss Jane Marple were just around the corner instead of a Wal-Mart.

One April evening we sat in the yard enjoying a golden sunset, a particular moment we both clearly recall. Surrounded by the first fresh blooms of the lower garden, we were watching the goldfinches come to the feeders. We talked about how good it was going to be to have a summer where we were only maintaining the garden instead of building it, to have a chance to sit and enjoy the season rather than work so hard. We both recall a gende breeze that evening we thought was the leading edge of a warm front we hoped might bring us a welcome shower. The gende breeze turned out to be the front edge of the winds of change.

My children were coming.
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The complete story of how the two of us became the four of us is complicated, and some of it is not even mine to tell. In those days we saw my two young children on Thursday evenings and every other weekend and at holidays. But a fast-moving and surprising series of circumstances and conversations conspired to produce our invitation for them to come to live with us. It was not something we ever planned on doing, but it seemed the right thing when we did it, and it seems the right thing these years later.

When they said yes, our world changed very quickly.

Within a few days, we put the suburban house on the market and sold it. We started looking for a house large enough to hold us all, in a neighborhood where the children would be zoned to the schools we all agreed were the right ones for them. We found a circa 1910 cottage in an old Victorian-style neighborhood in the heart of the city, a neighborhood called Sunnyside, no less. Ms. Pilcher and Ms. Marple would have been pleased.

Within another month, we were packed up and moved. We had an old house to live in and a new home to make.
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“The journey through time…is a journey in search,” wrote Frederick Buechner. “We search for a self to be. We search for other selves to love. We search for work to do.”

Our search for those things often leads us to places we never imagined we would go, places we never imagined we would live. Not very many of us live in the same neighborhood or the same city or the same state we grew up in. The nature of the society in which we live has most of us on the move most of the time—from job to job, town to town, and all too often from relationship to relationship. Being transplanted is something that happens one way or another to most all of us. Putting down new roots is not always an easy thing to do.

The roots from which we came are often buried deeply in soil that we have long since left, or at least most of us have. We go back to visit from time to time—holidays, reunions, weddings, funerals, and other moments in which milestones are marked. The older we get, the truer it is that some of the people who put down the roots from which we grew are gone now. They have joined the crowd of folks “whom we have loved but no longer see,” as the old prayer books call them.

We visit our roots, one might say, but the truth is that someone else planted those roots. We grew up, and we went away to find our own futures, make our own homes, and put down our own roots. Wherever we went away to, we are the ones who must do the digging in.

We search for our own selves, for work to call our own, and for others to love. If we are to have any roots at all, we must find them in the places where we are now, on this day. If we are to make a home, if we are to deeply belong to the places in which we find ourselves, we must dig ourselves in somehow. It is in such digging in that we can most tenderly recall the places we came from, most deeply appreciate where we are, and most clearly see who we may yet become. How well we fulfill our dreams and hopes for a place to belong might just come down to how well we tend to the life that is lived in our own backyard. Whether our place is large or small, urban or rural, our first home or our last, a cottage or a condo, these are the places where we must put down roots.
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Bloom Where You Are Phnted was the title of a book I read when I was a teenager. And I later came to laugh at the notion of it, it sounded so sweet and so naive. A lot of things about the sixties were like that. Later still, I finally caught on.

We have no other choice, actually. And so we may as well dig in.
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My instinct is always
to enclose myself, like a hibernating animal.

—ANNE SCOTT-JAMES
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WE FINISHED THE UNLOADING one Saturday night at midnight. The journey from the suburbs to Sunnyside was complete. Or at least the uprooting part was over.

I took a three-hour nap, then got up and tiptoed around the house, moving boxes so we could walk through the halls and get to the refrigerator and find the towels and the silverware.

By noon on Sunday, I was on a plane to Oregon to lead a week-long retreat. The full-time parenting adventure would hit full stride on Monday morning when the time came to get the children ready and off for their first day at the new schools. Cleverly, I was two thousand miles away.

[image: ]

“The beginning of wisdom,” goes the African proverb, “is to get yourself a roof.” But if two teenagers suddenly come to live with you, the beginning of wisdom is to make sure that the roof sits on a two-story house. And that the second story has a three-room suite with a full bath and plenty of closet space so the children have a place they can call their own. While downstairs you get to have a place you can still call your own as well.

We had ourselves a roof, but our new life together, the life the four of us were about to live out every day, had no structure to it yet, no form and no shape—no bones, to use a gardeners term. The shape it had before no longer worked. Our house was home to the children now, not just a place they came to visit. We had to build everything from the ground up. Daily routines and ways of communicating so the small stuff stayed small had to be found. Boundaries had to be set, rituals had to be established, habits had to be formed. There was not much in place the morning I flew off to Oregon.

On Monday evening I called from Portland to see how the first day had gone. “School went fine,” came the answer from the ones who had been to school.

“And we got our new kittens,” they went on. Though I had known this was going to happen, I was mildly astonished they had waited barely twenty-four hours to add two small, furry beings to what I hoped would be a peaceful abode. I went off to Pordand thinking of the pitter-patter of little feet in my hallways at home. And I was coming home to eight more feet than I had said good-bye to. I asked to speak to the person in charge. She caught me up on the days events from an adult perspective.

“We did have a bit of excitement today in the backyard,” I was told.

She had opened the back door to take out the trash. Whereupon she discovered a man she had never seen before with a wheelbarrow full of tools. It shocked her to see him there, even more so when she recognized our wheelbarrow and our tools. In a special voice she uses for such occasions, she asked what he was up to.

He told her he used to live in this house long before it had been rehabbed, and when he walked by and saw the tools, he figured no one wanted them, so he decided to help himself. When she pointed out to him that his explanation made no sense at all to her and would likely make no sense to the police, whose number was being dialed by one of the children even as they spoke, he abandoned the wheelbarrow and vacated the premises with an indignant huff. From the tone of the telephone call, I suspected there was enough indignation in the air to go around.

In those days, Sunnyside was not exactly the Wild West, but it certainly held the potential for more excitement than we had encountered in the suburbs. This once-prosperous middle-class neighborhood fell on hard times as people moved off to college and to the suburbs and other towns. Now the neighborhood was coming back to life. Though for every cottage being rehabbed, there were a couple of cottages falling down around the ears of an elderly person who no longer could muster the resources or the energy to fix the place up. The neighborhood also contained a couple of dozen badly designed and poorly built duplexes—infill, as they are known—occupied by folks with overgrown yards or yards used as a parking lot for old cars that no longer run.

Scattered through the fifteen square blocks or so we call Sunnyside were six or seven crackhouses, whose crowd of assorted sordid hangers-on roamed the streets and alleyways at all hours of the day and night.

In those days in Sunnyside, the beginning of wisdom was to get yourself a fence.
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When I flew off to Portland, there was not yet much of a shape to our life together, and the backyard was not in very good shape either.

The backyard was bare and lifeless enough that I flew home from Portland at the end of the week knowing that the leisurely gardening summer we had hoped for had slipped from our grasp and turned into something else altogether. I got a few hours sleep, woke up and put my work boots on, and sat down on the steps to look at the canvas we had to work with. There was not much to look at.

In the first place, the whole yard was pretty small: only twenty steps wide from the stop sign at the corner to the hedge that marks the boundary between our yard and Miss Dessies, our neighbor. Twenty steps for me equals forty feet. (Golfers know how many feet are in a step; otherwise they do not know which club to use. If you cannot hit it straight, then after the ball sails wide to the right or the left or into the trees, you are able to say, “Well, at least it was the right club.” A small victory, but small victories are often what make life bearable.)

The front yard is pocketsize: six steps (twelve feet) from the sidewalk to the porch. From the front edge of the front porch to the backyard is another fifty feet, but almost all of that space is taken up by the house itself. From the back steps of the house to the alley is only thirty-five steps. And that seventy-foot-by-forty-foot space is what we have left in which to put down some roots, of both the literal and figurative varieties.

Along the house on the Miss Dessie side, there is almost no room at all. Two to four feet, and the distance varies depending on the time of year and the thickness of the privet hedge. And either her hedge is crooked or my house is, neither of which would be a surprise. My neighbor Hal says we live in an “eyeball” neighborhood. You work on something for a while trying to get it straight or level, and then you stand back and eyeball it. If it looks right, you declare it level no matter what the instruments say. On the level is a relative term, both in Sunnyside and in storytelling.

Sitting on the back steps, you can see that Miss Dessies hedge runs all the way to the alley. About halfway back toward the right edge of the yard is one glorious maple tree. And running down the left-hand side of the yard is another privet hedge, about fifteen feet high and six feet thick.

When we moved here, the backyard was dirt or mud, depending on the weather, interspersed with scraggly patches of grass. There was one small spot where the sun shone for about six hours a day. Unfortunately, it turned out to be on top of a shelf of rock only about six inches below the surface of the ground.

Just to make it challenging, the yard slides downhill from right to left. The drop is about seven feet altogether.

Between the mud and the weeds, the slope and the rock, the shade and the size, some considerable imagination was required to conjure up a garden worthy of a cottage in a place called Sunnyside. The canvas looked pretty bleak.

With a sigh, I headed off to buy some lumber and some tools. I needed posts for the fence to frame in whatever was going onto this meager canvas. I needed tools to replace the ones stolen by the wheelbarrow man, who had dropped back by in the night, just in case I had forgotten the need for boundaries to be set.
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There are two ways to go about putting up a fence in one's backyard.

One way is to call someone who builds fences and hire him to come and build one. People who choose this method are likely the sort of people who Google the directions to somewhere rather than learn to read a map. They also can be counted on to stop at a Shell station and ask directions when they are lost. I suspect they inhabit very tidy little houses, get their oil changed regularly, and keep their shoes polished.

I am the other kind of person. So I chose the other fence-acquisition method—I decided to build it myself.

I grew up in a house where the rule was that whenever technical stuff, like plumbing or electricity, needed to be done, then professional help was acceptable. But if the task merely required sweat and shovels and hammers and nails and saws, then you did it yourself. To hire someone else to do those things was considered a capitulation, a failure to respond to some deep calling. According to my father, do-it-yourself'was not a marketing slogan for a section in a hardware store; it was a familial imperative.
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In the suburbs where I grew up in the 1960s, not a great deal of real homesteading work went on. The white-collar world had claimed most of the town by then. My grandfather and my father worked out their remaining pioneer instincts by hammering and digging and sawing and hauling. I know this because I worked beside them whenever school closed down for the day or the weekend or the summer, a member of the cheap, readily available labor force they counted on.

Which brings me to another reason I decided to build the fence myself. I already knew where I could find cheap, readily available labor. They lived upstairs in my house now, and they ate my food, and I drove them to school every day and put clothes on their backs and surrendered an ever-increasing portion of my personal living space to the two kittens they had liberated from the local animal shelter.

Much of what I learned from my father I learned while working in the yard with him. All of the other places where he taught me about being a person and an artist and a husband and a father—I listened to him speak at retreats, I worked with him for years in the family business, I traveled with him for vacation adventures, I sat with him and his friends around countless tables, I talked with him on the telephone about books and sentences and ideas many nights—all of those places were secondary to the time we spent digging in the dirt or hauling a wheelbarrow full of rocks or hammering boards together. Among the other things I learned from him was that people whose work is largely in their heads—publishers and writers and executives and such—do well to learn to do something that makes them sweat.

Other people came to know and love their parents in other ways. I have a friend who says that she fell in love with her dad on Saturdays when they would clean the house and set a grand table for her fathers friends, who came each weekend to eat supper and play cards. She would share the dinner and then sit beside the card table on the porch late into the evening, watching and listening and learning what it meant to entertain.

One of our neighbors from up the street went and bought a Harley so he could go riding with his dad. Another took master gardening classes with her mother. One of my golf buddies told me that he played golf with his father almost every weekend when he was growing up. He says, of course, that you can tell more about a person by playing a round of golf with him than by any other method. I say you can tell a fair amount about a person if you put a shovel or hammer in his hands.

I had this notion that building a fence together might well do the same sort of thing for me and my children. And I had a sense that this particular moment in our life together—this time of change and adjustment and adventure—might be exactly the right time.
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My children had already proved themselves to be good workers when they helped me in the yard on weekends before they came to live with us. I used to hire them to work on Saturday mornings, or bribe them, whichever term you prefer. My theory was they were already going to use my money to buy Legos or to play the snack machines at the YMCA pool in the afternoon, so it might as well end up in their pockets honestly

So the next week when the lumber arrived and the kids got home from school, I proclaimed the season of the building of the fence. The season turned out to be eighteen months long.

I did not decide we would build the fence ourselves to save time or money. I did it to create memories for myself and my children. And I did it so that from time to time, I could set down my fountain pen and stand in my yard and point to solid evidence of an honest day's work.
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According to the general contractor, as I like to think of her sometimes, the master plan called for two kinds of fencing.

(She, too, likes the term general contractor. The term masterphnner seems to work as well. Other times empress of quite a lot will do. I myself am the subcontractor of all trades, master of none at all. The arrangement is clearly the best gig I have ever had.)

One kind offence, the privacy fence, would satisfy the requirement to block the view into our back garden from the street and alley. The other kind, the open fence, would allow for breezes to come through the yard, maintain a sense of openness to the neighborhood, and keep us from feeling walled in.

Both kinds of fencing would help keep our tools and lawn furniture from sprouting legs and walking off, as Hal likes to say, and eliminate the need for us to keep everything chained to the maple tree. There is something less than congenial about a candlelight dinner in the backyard when everything is tied together with a series of bicycle chains.

We brought a wrought-iron arch from the other house when we moved. It took three of us and a pickup truck to move it. Believing its sheer weight made it safe, we did not chain it to anything. One afternoon I went in the house for a drink of water, and when I came outside about eight minutes later, it had sprouted legs and walked off.
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The privacy fence was to go along Tenth Avenue from the house to the alley and then up the alley to the hedge separating us from Miss Dessies. It was to be constructed from eight-foot-by-eight-foot panels of pressure-treated lumber delivered to us ready to hang on four-by-four posts.

The open fence was to be made of one-inch-by-one-inch spindles, hung a few inches apart on two-by-fours connected to the posts. I came across a fence made the same way while walking through the neighborhood one day. When I showed it to the general contractor, she liked it too. She also noticed the top of the spindles had been cut with a small pyramid on the top. We decided to steal that idea as well.

When I got home from the spindle-fence-research-and-approval expedition, I walked everything off—two feet per step, eight feet between the posts, twenty-four spindles per section—and called to order up the spindles and the two-by-fours. During the night I had a nightmare involving sixteen hundred miniature pyramids. The nightmare turned out to be prophetic.

I spent the better part of one afternoon and thirty dollars worth of spindles trying to figure out the geometry necessary to cut spindle pyramids in groups often or twelve instead of having to do sixteen hundred of them one at a time. I took a worktable and nailed stops to it to hold the spindles in place and kept trying to figure out how to make one cut and then roll all the spindles over and cut again, and so on, until I had a group of spindles with perfect pyramids on top.

My son came home from school and found me sitting under the maple tree with a cold drink in my hand, a pile of mangled spindles at my feet, and a discouraged look on my face.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Wasting lumber,” I said.

“Okay, what are you trying to do?”

So I showed him.

He took a pencil and a piece of two-by-four and made a sketch. He made three or four quick measurements. Next he explained some mathematical stuff that included several uses of the word hypotenuse and reset the stops on the worktable and picked up the circular saw and whipped out six perfect spindles with perfect pyramids on top. Then he asked for Saturdays work money two days early so he could go to the skate park with some friends. What was I going to say? At least he did not ask for a raise.
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It turned out my son also had a particular gift for operating an electric drill. When the time came to put the privacy panels up or drill the spindles into the two-by-fours, he was a whiz. Every time we would go to work, he ceremoniously laid out the long lines of extension cords and got his two drills ready—one for drilling the holes and one for setting the screws. He wore a tool belt around his waist with his drills hanging from it like guns in a holster. Then he would sit patiently on a five-gallon paint bucket waiting for his crew—his sister and his father—to haul the boards across the yard, cut them to size, wrestle the crosspieces into place, tap on them to get them level, and hold on to them for dear life while he worked his drill magic. Then he would sit back down.

He was less inclined to be available when it was time to dig the next posthole. Fortunately, I had a daughter. If she had not been such a hard worker, I am reasonably certain I would still be digging postholes by day and guarding my lawn chairs by night.

Most of Middle Tennessee sits on limestone. The rock hides down there under our yards, lurking a foot or so below the surface, waiting for some poor fool to come along and try to dig a hole for a fence post. It had been waiting for me for centuries.

I have seen some hard workers in my day, but I would put my daughter up against anybody in a contest involving the use of a posthole digger. Long arms and legs glistening with sweat, her long blond hair flying out behind her baseball cap, she would attack a spot of ground, claiming it for a posthole, rocks or no rocks.

At one point someone recommended we rent a gas-powered posthole digger. So we did. Working with a gas-powered posthole digger is roughly akin to grabbing a trail bike by its handlebars and trying to get it to stand on its back wheel in one spot while cranking it up to full throt-de. Only louder.

We gave up on the heavy equipment after three attempts to dig a decent hole. I will take my daughter and a good old-fashioned tool any day. She did the work faster anyway. And if you are a softball player, as my daughter was at the time, you can build up your forearms while you are at it. This increases your bat speed when the fence building has been completed and batting practice has begun.

The fence building rolled on at its own stately pace. I got up early to do my scribbling, trying to hit my daily word count in the hopes of finishing the book I was working on at the time. In the middle of the day, I went back to work on the fence, doing what I could do alone until one or both of the kids came home from school and could help. The weekends were big for fence building because the school system gave me my crew back for a couple of days.

Things other than writing deadlines and the school system interrupted the work too. One months fence money would be spent to repair the car or to fix the plumbing. Or the rains would come for a week, and everything would stop. Or I would have to travel to lead a retreat or to do a book show. Then wrestling season came along, and then softball season began. The crew was harder to gather up, and I myself would always rather be somewhere watching my kids play than be in the backyard cutting spindles anyway.

One day a year or so into the fence building, the general contractor announced what could only be considered a completion bond. One could have employed the term ultimatum, I suppose. The announcement informed us that the annual trip to the beach for the four of us would not take place this summer until the fence had been completed and the yard and its contents secure.

It turned out that proper incentive was all we ever really needed to muster up the energy to finish the fence. In a few days we were down to the finishing touches. We added some fence alongside the house to form an allee to store tools and flowerpots and such. On the Tenth Avenue side, we put in a gate with a big iron bell for neighbors to ring whenever they come to visit. We tied the bell to the gate so it will ring if a not-so-neighborly person comes through the gate to steal a wheelbarrow. We topped off the fence posts with copper caps that shine in the sun.

We had ourselves a fence. It was hardly the Great Wall of China but sturdy enough to keep the wheelbarrow man and his compatriots out and the tools and the lawn furniture in. And besides having a fence, we had a better-than-average pile of memories and a wheelbarrow load of stories to laugh about together. I had taught my children everything I knew about how to act when you cut a board too short, hit your thumb with a hammer, and put the post-hole in the wrong place. They had taught me about who they were and who they were becoming and how I might be of help along the way. My father was right; you do learn a lot about people if you put a hammer in their hands.

Now we had some boundaries, and we could see the edges of the canvas.

[image: ]

We were at the beach for a vacation. The telephone rang, and it was Hal. He was watching our house for us while we were away—picking up the mail and feeding the cats and doing other good neighbor sorts of things. He asked if we had our computer with us. We did, and so we hung up the phone and opened up the e-mail to see the photos he said would be there.

Someone in a car had run through the stop sign at the corner by our house and plowed into another car going down Tenth. The photographs showed that a car sat tucked in under our bedroom window. Under the car I could just make out the remains of the front gate and two shattered fence posts. The other four or five sections of the fence leaned back on one another, folded up like a fan.

Three of the photos featured our neighbors. In Sunny-side, any excuse to stand around and visit will do. A wreck, even a small one, typically brings all of us out to stand around and talk and watch other people work.

We called Hal back, and he had already done the stuff good neighbors do. He had gotten a copy of the police report and called the insurance man and given him the photos. Since whoever wanted to could now walk into the yard and take anything they wanted, he had moved the most vulnerable things to his yard for safekeeping and chained up the rest. When you choose a neighborhood, choose one that has a Hal in it.

When we got home, I called someone to come and repair the fence. I do not know if I was too busy or if I simply could not bear the thought of working on it anymore.

The fence company sent out Bill and Harold, two men who had been putting up fences for a living for about forty years.

They began the repair work with an extended period of standing around and smoking. They made a lot of the same noises mechanics make in those moments before they tell you that what needs to be done next will cost a lot of money and could have been avoided if only you had been smart enough to call them in sooner and were not so inept in general. After a lifetime of owning mechanical things that rarely work the way they are supposed to, I am very familiar with such noises and what they mean.

I got ready to be “dadded” in a serious way.

You are being dadded when someone who is considered an expert watches you do the work that they know how to do. As they watch, they tell you why the way you are doing it will not actually work. They unfailingly wait for the task to be about half-finished before they tell you this, and they do so with a bemused look on their faces. One can be dadded retroactively too, when something fails.

There is a corollary known as being “mommed”—the term means essentially the same thing only it comes from someone who has never actually done the work before, has no intention of ever actually doing the work, and possibly has not ever even watched the work being done before.

(I hasten to add that I am not responsible for the gender bias implied in these two terms. My experience tells me either sex is capable of operating from either position. I did not coin these terms; I am only reporting out.)

Harold cleared his throat, and Bill lit another cigarette, and I steeled myself for the retroactive dadding to come.

Harold turned to Bill. “That's some fence, ain't it?”

“Who built it anyway?” asked Bill as he turned to look at me.

“We did it ourselves. Me and my kids.” They looked at each other. Now Bill cleared his throat, and Harold lit a cigarette.

While I was waiting for judgment to be passed, I thought of the three of us out there working all those afternoons. I thought of how we laughed and sweated together. I thought of those days when we had no boundaries or rituals, the days when we had no fence either. I was about to see if any of it would pass muster.

“The whole thing woulda come down if you hadn't built it so strong,” Harold said. “That's one fine fence.”

Well, it is a start, I thought. If we can muddle along together and make this one thing strong, perhaps we can summon up what it takes to make strong some of the other parts of our new life together as well.
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There is no such thing
as a life that does not return.

—JOHN LE CARRÉ
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IKNOW TWO THINGS TO BE TRUE about working in the garden. The first is that it helps to have the right tool, and it does not hurt to know how to use it. My grandfather Pop taught me that.

Wally was my other grandfather, and he taught me the other true thing: all dirt is not created equal. There is good dirt, and there is bad dirt. And then there is Wally dirt.

Wally dirt is what we have at our house.
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Pop was my father s father. His name was John Thomas Benson, but his grandchildren called him Pop. So did nearly everyone else, including my grandmother. John was the name she used when she was unhappy with him.

I remember his coming to visit us in Florida when I was very young, pulling his silver Airstream trailer into the back lot behind the church my father pastored.

We, in turn, visited him in Nashville. I remember riding all night from Orlando in the backseat of my father s Ford Galaxie to be at Pops in time for Christmas. Here stood a great stone house that rambled across a great piece of land. It seemed like a grand estate to a four-year-old boy who lived in three rooms in the back of a breeze-block church in Orlando. Years later Pop sold that place and bought fourteen acres along the old main channel of the Cumberland River, thirty miles north of Nashville.

My father had moved us all back to Tennessee by then, and he bought four of the acres from Pop to build a house on.

The land was almost completely covered in woods when Pop bought it. You could stand about forty yards from the river and not even be able to see the water. We had to clear the land before anyone could build on it.

I say we cleared it. I was only seven or eight years old when the work began. I mean Pop and my father and my younger brother and myself. And James Hackney, a large African American man who worked for my grandfather a few days a week.

Many a Saturday morning and on Sundays after church, my brother and my father and I would pile into the car and drive the twenty miles or so north to “the property,” as my grandfather taught us to call it.

We would leave the four-lane highway at Indian Lake Road and travel five miles down a gravel road, through the fields and down the hill between the two ponds, around the curve by Mr. Barr s house, up the steep hill that later became the center of the sledding world, and around the next curve to the property.

My grandfather and James would be under the big oak tree in the center of the property. There would be boxes of doughnuts and bottles of Coke, with cheese and crackers and Vienna sausages for lunch. We would change our clothes in the car—and change from little boys into lumberjacks.

Once the land was cleared and the houses were built, I pretty much saw Pop every day of my life on that land until I moved out on my own. If I did not see him, then I heard him. I could hear his tractor going or one of his chain saws. I could hear him calling out to James or one of the other men who worked for him. I could hear him sneeze from time to time; the sound of Pop sneezing was sort of a legend. No one ever sneezed with more gusto than he did. They say that when you sneeze, you are as close to death as you ever are and yet still remain alive. He would celebrate a sneeze with a loud whew! at the end. Which proved to me that Pop believed in resurrection enough to celebrate it every time he got a chance.

Until I went away to college, many of my afternoons and some portion of my weekends were spent working in the yard, either over by Pops house or by ours. During the land-clearing years, it was mostly cutting trees and hauling stuff to the burn pile and putting chains on logs and dragging them away with a tractor. Once we all moved into the houses, there were split-rail fences to build and gardens to till and endless grass to mow. There was a rock wall to build along the shoreline so the riverbank would not erode and trees to plant and drainage ditches to dig. I majored in English in college since I already had earned a minor in landscaping and general labor.

Those were the days I learned about tractors and chain saws and axes. I learned how to lay a brick patio and how to break rock and how to cut boards. I learned how to mix concrete and how to plant a tree and how to build a fire.

I did not master everything, of course. Pop had a way of testing you—to see if you could hook a chain to a log properly or bank a fire just right—that could make you start to sweat just knowing that he was going to ask you to do it. He tried to teach me about fishing poles and shotguns too, and I washed out in both cases, much to his chagrin.

But I did learn to love the feel of the tools in my hands and to love the work itself. Those were the days when I was learning what it means to dig in, I think. I may yet pass that test.
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But I learned about dirt at Wallys house.

Wally was my mother s father, and he lived in an old neighborhood in Nashville in a small brick house on a propersized neighborhood lot. Nobody ever called it “the property.”

He actually had two lots. The house was on one, and the other became his side yard. The side yard had big open spaces where baseball and touch football and croquet could be played, if you were careful about the fountain and the flower beds. He had roses and other things, but mostly he had irises. The irises were forever being divided, and Wallys iris bulbs bloom each spring all over town. Everyone who ever knew him or my mother or her sister has some. Including me.

Along the back fence at Wallys house, there was a privet hedge that got loose from its owners and was taking over Wallys backyard. Several goodsized old trees were back there too and a path that wound its way through the trees and the hedge. The path had nowhere much to go; the space it was wandering through was only about a thousand square feet altogether. But for a certain ten-year-old boy on certain afternoons when he was growing up, the whole world lived back there in that little thicket.

The Hardy boys lived there and Nancy Drew and most of the Indians of the Wild West. You could climb the old maple tree by the house and look out over King Arthur s realm, and you could see pirates coming from the beach to attack the fort. Up under those hedges and trees a young boy could hunt bears and rescue maidens and explore caves and change the outcome of the battle of Gettysburg. He could ride a horse along those paths and rescue the defenders of the Alamo. The same paths would sneak him into France just before D day to mark the landing zones for the paratroopers.

Even now if the boy closes his eyes, he can see those trees and hedges, and he can smell the dirt—Wally dirt.
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Not only was Wallys yard very different from Pops, so was his life.

Pop started out his working life as a printing salesman. His father had started a printing business in Nashville before the turn of the last century, a highly successful business at that. Pops older brothers took up their places in the family business before Pop was even born. When the time came, Pop went to work, traveling from town to town landing contracts to print yearbooks, the core of the family business. At one time, the company printed nearly a quarter of the nations college yearbooks.

My great-grandfather had also started a small music publishing company that produced songbooks for churches. After he passed away, the music publishing sort of languished until Pop came along.

One day he told his brothers someone wanted to buy the publishing business. They said it was okay with them and signed the papers. Pop wrote them a check and went down the hall as the owner of his own publishing company. He had been saving his printing commissions for months until he had enough money to meet the price he had set. Before all was said and done, the publishing company grew to become the second largest holder of religious music copyrights in the world.

Wally, on the other hand, was a bookkeeper by trade. He worked in several cities in the South when he was young, bookkeeping his way through North Carolina and Virginia and Georgia. Finally he came back to Nashville, his hometown, and stayed here the rest of his life.

The first time that I ever went to see him at his office, I walked the few blocks from the big building where the Benson family offices were to a little building on the corner of Eighth Avenue and Church Street and went up to the third floor, and there he was. It was only a few blocks, but it might as well have been a continent away.

Wally was not much of a businessman. Not in practice and certainly not in his heart. In his heart, he was a classical pianist. He dreamed of pursuing a career as a pianist, but his father would not hear of it. So Wally learned a trade that was useful to businesspeople and spent a large portion of his life selling his life by the hour so that someone else could be a successful businessman.

Wally lived for Sundays, when he would play the organ and lead the little choir at church. He never stuck with any of his bookkeeping jobs for very long, but he stayed on as the organist at Memorial Lutheran Church on Riverside Drive in East Nashville for forty years.

Pops life was built around always building some big thing—a publishing business, a big house out on Brush Hill Road to raise his family in, an even bigger house out north of town when they had long been gone.

Wally, on the other hand, lived the majority of his adult life in the same little house in the same little neighborhood on the same little patch of ground.

Pop was a builder; Wally was a gardener. Pop had property; Wally had irises.

I learned about tools from Pop. I learned about digging in from Wally.
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Two blocks south of our corner is a park. There is an eighteenth-century mansion on the top of the hill in the park. The mansion is called Sunnyside, hence the name for our neighborhood.

The land the neighborhood sits on was once farm- and pastureland. Early in the twentieth century, the land was sold off, and trolley-car neighborhoods were built. One trolley-car line came right out Tenth Avenue, past the corner where our house is. Most of the houses in our neighborhood were built between 1905 and 1920. It is hard to know for sure, because a fire at the courthouse destroyed many of the records.

Most of the houses are small, frame houses, cottages really, with front porches and small lots and old trees that were planted when the houses were first built. It is a sidewalk neighborhood, where people actually walk on the sidewalks and say hello to their neighbors on the way to the bus stop or to get coffee or to pick up the papers or to go and play in the park around Sunnyside.

In newer neighborhoods in our city, the developers came in with bulldozers and scraped all the topsoil off to make the place level before construction began. That is not what happened in Sunnyside.

Our houses were planted on the topsoil. Over the years, the soil just got richer. Season after season of leaves from old trees and decades of coal and brick dust have turned the dirt in Sunnyside into fertile black soil just waiting for you to plant something in it and stand back. You dig down into it and hold the dirt in your hand, and it smells good and rich and alive.

Green-thumb folks talk about gardeners who are so good that they can root a Popsicle stick. I do not know if such a thing is possible, but if a Popsicle stick is going to take root anywhere at all, it will be in dirt like the dirt in our yard.

A few weeks after we moved in, on the first weekend we started yard work, I sat down under the maple tree to rest. I had been working for a good while, and I had dirt all over me from digging. We had taken a day off from putting in fence posts so we could plant iris bulbs. They were a housewarming gift from my aunt; they came from Wallys house.

Something seemed familiar to me, something I could not name. I found myself thinking about all those days I had spent working on the property when I was growing up. I was thinking about Pop and James and my brother and my dad, about the tools and the tests and the trees and the tractors. I was thinking, too, about having this little place of my own to dig into, and I was glad not to need a tractor.

Looking at the iris bulbs got me to thinking about Wallys house too and the hours I had spent playing in his backyard. It took a little while for me to figure out what it was that seemed so familiar to me, sitting under our maple, but I finally did. I realized we were planting Wally irises in what could only be described as Wally dirt.

If I was not at home in some way, it sure smelled like home.
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When we started looking for houses, we almost bought another one instead. My mother was silently rooting for us to choose this one all along.

She lived in a town house just on the other side of the park, and she was hoping for us to live close by. But she had another reason for liking this house, one that she had been silent about while we were making up our minds.

She came by one afternoon after we had moved in and had begun to work in the yard. “Come on,” she said. “I want to show you something.”

She led me up the sidewalk along Tenth to where another little yellow cottage like ours sits with a maple tree in the backyard. She sat down on the steps and patted the top of them so that I would sit down beside her.

“I used to sit on these very steps in the afternoons after school and wait for my father to come home on the trolley car,” she said. I did not know that Wally had ever lived in this neighborhood.

She went on to tell me that this little house was where they lived for a couple of years when they first moved back to Nashville from Atlanta. She went to school in the old building just up the street and rode her bike to the store a couple of blocks farther on. She was in that store picking up something for her mother when she heard the news that Franklin Roosevelt had died, she told me, and she had left her bike and run all the way home in tears to tell her mother.

“No kidding,” I said.

She told me some other stories about Wally that day. He used to keep the books for a bakery three blocks from my house, and she used to walk him to work sometimes. There were other stories, but I barely heard, I confess; I was listening to my imagination, hearing trolley cars and Wallys voice and his footsteps and the sound of a piano in the other room.

“Your grandfather used to walk these sidewalks,” she said. “We planted irises in the dirt in this neighborhood long before you did. He shared them with everyone back then too.”

We walked back down the street.

“I did not want to tell you these stories before you decided which house to buy.” Then she took my hand. “But I am glad you chose the one you chose. Wally would have been glad too.”
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I grew up thinking that perhaps I was going to be like Pop and my dad—a successful businessman, a big pile of kids, a big house somewhere on a lot of acres. I figured my life would take on the same sort of shape as had all the Bensons before me.

It has not turned out that way at all. I was never much of a businessman, though I tried for a while. And in the end, I have landed in a small house in an old neighborhood with a maple tree and an unruly privet hedge that has gotten away from one of my neighbors. I am more Wally than it ever occurred to me I might be.

And I am not unhappy. In fact, I am more happy more often than I ever could have imagined, or did imagine, during all those years when I was clearing trees on the property alongside Pop or playing in the tiny thicket behind Wallys house. I have a place of my own, a place where I can break out the tools and dig in the dirt. A place that I can help shape and tend, a place where some memories can be made, memories that may yet be held dear by someone long after I have returned to dust. Memories that will be a part of who they become.

After all this time, I have gone from playing in Wally dirt to living on it in a way. Every time I walk these sidewalks and sit on a neighbors porch under the shade of one of these old trees, I am walking and sitting where Wally did. I am digging in here, and it feels like home. Especially on the days when the suspiciously familiar irises are in bloom here in Sunnyside.
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After such a day my fingers
are bleeding, knees tottering,
back bent, dress muddy and soaking
and shoes an offence…
but I have attained
the most profound inward peace.

—ANNA LEA MERRITT
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WHEN THE FENCE WAS IN and the boundaries were set and the tools were safe, the updated master plan was revealed. It called for flower beds here and there and everywhere, so I exchanged my work boots for garden clogs, my hammer for a shovel, and my saw for a mattock and headed out to the back garden.

As is my way, the work began with a brief sit-down under the maple, better to contemplate the impending joys of summer days with less and less grass to mow.

[image: ]

The two of us—the general contractor and I—agree that one cannot have too many flower beds. We have the same point of view for completely different reasons.

She maintains that the more flower beds you have, the more flowers you can actually plant. A logical conclusion for someone who loves flowers as much as she does and believes that having flowers is the reason for having beds to put them in.

My perspective is different. I love flowers, but I do not really consider myself a flower person. My personal experience is that flowers and the beds you put them in come with a host of aggravations. Weeding, deadheading, edging, and mulching, to name a few. In the pitifully small spaces of time in between doing those things, you must dig up a plant and move it to a more “congenial spot”—a gardeners term whose essential meaning is “I put it in the wrong spot to begin with, but I am not about to admit it to the one who has to dig it up and move it.” Some plants must be divided from time to time, and therefore some flower beds must be expanded from time to time, both of which create opportunities for digging additional holes and for bonus weeding and edging and mulching.

The one clear advantage in having flower beds, from my perspective as the subcontractor in charge of weeding, edging, and mulching, is that flower beds eliminate lawn. I will not go so far as to say I believe the only good lawn is a dead lawn, but I do believe a lawn should always be receding, going farther and farther back, like a tide going out never to return. Large expanses of grass should be confined to golf courses and baseball diamonds, where God intended them to be in the first place. There they can be attended to by armies of groundskeepers on little tractors the way they should be.
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I have considerable experience with lawns and lawn elimination.

My younger brother and I were largely responsible for mowing the grass on the four acres by the river from the time I was about twelve years old. We took turns driving the tractor-—not your little suburban lawn tractor, but a Cub Lo-Boy just like Pops, no less. We also spent a lot of hours doing the trim work, using one of a series of push mowers we managed to kill off in various and sundry ways over the years.

My father liked to spend his weekends piddling in the yard, as he called it. Piddling meant building fences or bricking in patios or planting trees or knocking together porches. Any time spent mowing the grass on the weekend took away from his piddling time. So the deal was that my brother and I mowed the grass by Friday evening before Dad came flying down the driveway ready to begin the piddling for the weekend. Otherwise, instead of being rousted out early on Saturday morning to form up as the piddler s labor force, we had to get up before the piddler did and finish the mowing before we got to form up as the labor force.

My memory may be skewed somewhat—years of riding a tractor can be hard on the little gray cells—but I believe I spent more of my teenage hours mowing grass than I spent on any other activity. When I think of my youth, I think of long, hot, dusty summer afternoons sitting on the tractor. I have been dedicated to the principle of lawn elimination ever since.

I do not actually think of myself as a gardener; yard worker is the more proper term. I could be a dirt farmer, since dirt is the one thing I seem to be able to grow.

But I live with a real gardener. Early in our marriage, when we lived in the house she owned in the suburbs, it became pretty clear pretty quickly that if I wanted to spend Saturdays with her, and I did and I do, then I would have to be out in the yard working with her in the garden. Having the lawn mowed by Friday afternoon guaranteed I could spend the weekend piddling in the yard next to her. It was a trade I was, and still am, happy to make.

Before I came along, she had always had more ideas for flower beds in her yard than she had either the time or the labor force to put in. Then I came along. Unbeknownst to her, I had long been dedicated to the global struggle to eliminate lawn.

In the first two years alone, she got a kitchen garden, a toolshed, a hydrangea garden, a fence around the kitchen garden, a hosta garden, and three long flower beds for cut flowers. It thrilled her to think she had married a gardener and to have all these places to plant things. It thrilled me to have eliminated about half the lawn in a relatively short period of time.

So when the call went out for flower beds in our corner of Sunnyside, I put a grin on my face and sallied forth to open up a second front in the eternal struggle.

When we first moved in, scraggly grass and weeds and mud notwithstanding, it took just under two hours to mow and trim the Sunnyside lawn. That included the time spent walking up the street to borrow from and then return the gas-powered mower to John and Wendy. I learned over the years that if the mower gods think I am the owner of the mower that is about to be used, the mower will not start about two-thirds of the time. I also learned that my neighbors mower always starts, so I borrow it.

The Sunnyside lawn-elimination project has reached the point where I can mow the grass in fifteen minutes. I even use one of those new versions of the classic reel mowers. It makes this gentle whirring sound when I push it instead of a huge roar. It does not throw dust and grass clippings into the flower beds. Best of all, it starts every time. If I can walk, then the mower runs.
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There was not much growing in our yard when we got here. The young man who rehabbed the house before we bought it put in just enough landscaping to make it inviting enough for someone to take the place off his hands— monkey grass along the sidewalk leading to the house, a pair of rhododendrons beside the steps, and a few redtipped photinias under the front windows.

The best thing he did was put a split birch tree in the corner of the front yard. We love the way its silvery leaves flitter and twinkle in the breeze and the sun.

He put a For Sale sign in the front yard, pronounced it ready to be sold, and evidently assumed the new owners would be happy to mow the backyard for the rest of their lives. He obviously had never met a real flower gardener or a committed lawn eliminator.
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The gardener who lives at our house maintains that roses come first. And so they did.

The roses in our yard came from Texas and Oregon. We found two nurseries that specialize in cultivating Old English roses—great, hardy, rambling roses perfectly suited to growing on spindled fences in the wilds of post-Victorian Sunnyside. The gardener spent the better part of the winter looking through rose books and catalogs, drawing sketches, and plotting combinations of colors. Then we spent a couple of afternoons walking back and forth across the small patch of ground between the front gate and the back corner of the house, the only space with enough sun to grow roses. Using garden hoses to outline the shapes of the beds, we ended up with a meandering walkway that opens into a small circle that leads into the back garden. Once the beds were laid out, she went in the house to check her charts and order up the roses, and I went for my tools.

I worked off and on, piddling away, from late winter into early spring, cutting the beds in. The roses were due to arrive in early April, and the beds had to be ready.

Winters being not particularly cold here, I spent a lot of afternoons between Thanksgiving and April Fools' Day on my hands and knees, taking up turf in two-square-foot patches. About halfway through the project, I watched a gardening show for the first time in my yard-working life and learned you could rent a gas-powered machine to cut up the turf for you. But I passed on it. The lesson I learned with the posthole digger was still fresh in my memory. Besides, when you use big, noisy machines to do your digging, you chase the robins away.

It seems to be true that if you want to see robins come bob, bob, bobbing along in your direction, all you need to do is dig up a pile of dirt. They love it when you do; it makes it easier for them to locate worms. There are robins in this neighborhood who still look back on those turf-removal days with a nostalgic glow in their little hearts for the way I fed them one winter. Some of them still bob their little heads and say, “Thank you, sir,” when they see me coming. Generations of robins in Sunnyside call me blessed.

I hauled the patches of turf out to the back, where I piled them up to level off the space between the back fence and the alley. (Not only did I learn how to mow grass during my youth, I also had multiple opportunities for learning that garbage cans seem to work better when they have a level place to stand.) I had a compost pile working back there too, because I knew I would need fill dirt later on in the spring.

Gradually the rose beds took shape. With hope in our hearts, we added some trellises along the house so roses could someday climb up toward the windows. I built some short pieces of spindle fence to hold the roses that would grow to hide the air conditioner units from view.

One day we saw an ad in the paper for a shop selling wrought iron that originally had been in a park in Cairo and then removed when Cairo officials decided to renew the urban there. During the years the British occupied Egypt, they sent designers and craftsmen and raw materials to Egypt to make proper decorative pieces for their houses and parks and gardens.

My limited experience—we only bought six pieces— suggests one can find no heavier objects on the face of the planet. One does not carry these bits of fence; one drags them across the yard, stopping every few feet to rest one's arms and mutter under ones breath and check ones heart rate. I wresded two of them into place in the rose garden— long, curved pieces that fit perfecdy into the curves of the beds to gently guide one along the path to the back garden.

I came home from running an errand one day in early April. The rose gardener met me at the front door with her charts under her arm and her clogs on her feet and a grin across her face and excitement in her voice.

“They are here, they are here. And they are in the backyard waiting for us.”

“Who is here?”

“The roses, the roses—come and meet them.”

And then she fairly danced down the hall and out the back door. And I followed.
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The first batch of our new friends from the nurseries in Oregon and Texas had arrived. Pulled from their boxes, they sat in rows along a large worktable, a troop of plastic pots of roses, most of them no more than six to eight inches tall. They looked too small for such a long journey.

The rose gardener made the introductions.

Cecile Brunner was on the front row, one of our favorites. She would grow to be tall someday. We had one before at our house in the suburbs, and she took over a plum tree, and we used to see blooms forty feet up in the air. I knew her well enough to know that in a few springs I would have to tie her to the roof to keep her back far enough so I could still get the front gate open.

There was New Dawn, who is not really an old rose; she just looks like one. She would bloom white and sparkling someday, over and over in summer. She would wrap her way through and then up and around the spindles and over the top of the fence. When the breeze was right, she would look for all the world like a gentle wave breaking white in the sun.

Madame Hardy was there. Her canes would be almost as thick as my wrist someday, and she would climb up to peek in the gardener s window and watch over her as she works and receive a happy grin in return whenever a new blossom breaks open.

I met Empress Josephine for the first time that day. Our hope was to train her as a ground cover along the two-foot slope between the fence and the sidewalk. She would steadfastly resist all attempts to force her to do so. Not unexpected behavior from an empress, to be sure.

Granny Grimmetts, a new friend to me, was there too; her rich blooms would be beautiful to look at, but it would be her scent that would make us swoon on certain summer days.

They would all be beautiful to behold someday. But on that first day, as I looked at them standing in rows with their handwritten identification tags, they looked like refugees— tiny and fragile and helpless and completely incapable of filling all these beds I had dug. For a brief moment, I sat down in the circle in the center of the rose garden and wondered if overelimination of lawn was possible.

My moment of doubt was swept away by the unrolling of the charts and sketches along the worktable. The rose gardener had started putting down clay pots to mark the places where holes were to be dug. Twenty-four inches square and thirty-six inches deep gave enough room for the rose and the planting mixture and the few trowels of dirt they grew up in and brought with them from the West. After I dug the holes, the rose gardener came along and put the plants in their new home.

That is when the murmuring began.

“You are going to love it here,” she said to them as she patted them into their new digs. “This is Wally dirt, the best dirt in the world, and you are going to love it here.”

“Wait until you climb the fence and the neighbors can see you,” she whispered to some of them as she watered them in. “Wait until they see you when they come down the sidewalk.”

“You are going to be famous here in Sunnyside,” she told them as she pushed dirt up around their tiny selves.
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She was right; they are among the most famous flower beds in Sunnyside. But they are not alone.

The shade beds up the street at Kims house have grown lush and cool now. Todd's crepe myrtles tower over his fence with a noble grace.

The bulbs June planted along the sidewalk tell us spring is here. In April, Mr. Burkes dogwood can be so pretty it almost brings me to tears every year. Lela's hydrangeas and Joan's sunflowers announce the summer.

For a few weeks each summer, I have to go by Marilyns house. She planted the whole front yard in native wildflowers, and when they are in bloom, her yard is a great and glorious mass of flowers. I check the geraniums on the porch of Miss Ruth's house on my way home. And I walk the streets and wonder how many of the neighborhood's irises belonged to Wally at one time.

My gardening expertise has some limits, but I do know this much: any patch of dirt, no matter how large or how small, if tended a little bit, holds within it the possibility of enough beauty to take your breath away. It can grow something that will catch your eye and touch your heart. It can give you something to look forward to when the days are dark and cold.

Real gardeners have always known this. I learned it by being lucky enough to plant myself next to one and by mowing the grass on Fridays so I could piddle in the yard next to her on Saturdays.
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Right toward the end of the month of the rose planting— a few arrived each week, forty-five in all—my knees began to hurt. I played basketball in high school and college, and for years after that I played pickup games at the YMCA. My knees troubled me all along, and they finally hurt so badly I had to give up playing basketball. The game clearly had passed me by anyway, and I was getting my hat handed to me by younger and stronger guys every time I took the court. I took up golf and have begun to eliminate lawn during my leisure hours, one divot at a time.

The Monday after I spent the weekend digging the holes for the last of the roses, one of my knees hurt so much I could not walk. Two days later my doctor sent me to a sports-medicine clinic, where they poked and prodded and took x-rays and parked me in a room filled with autographed pictures of the world-class athletes they had treated. Then the orthopedic surgeon came in to talk to me about the pictures of the inside of my knee.

“We have to go in there,” he said, pointing at my kneecap. “We need to scrape some stuff off here and here and here,” he said as he pointed to closeups of parts of my knee I did not even know existed. “We will have you back out there competing again in no time.”

He looked at me expectantly. I think he thought I was going to tell him that I could hardly wait to get back to running marathons or playing pickup ball somewhere or that I hurt myself setting a personal best in a triathlon. I have no research to back this up, but I suspect rose gardening would not likely be considered a contact sport by a guy who spends most of his days performing surgery on power forwards and fullbacks and goalies.

I could not find it within me to tell him I blew out my knee planting roses. I briefly considered telling him about my role as the assistant girls' softball coach for a high school, but I feared additional conversation might shed light on the fact that I mostly kept the score book and hit fungoes. Both of which are fixn to me and important to a softball team but neither of which would likely be impressive to an orthopedic surgeon in a sports-medicine clinic. So I just said, “That's great. I'll be glad to get back out there.”

At the time we said our vows, my rose gardener married me for better or for worse, but she did not know I was going to fall apart quite so soon. To have and to hold until my meniscus did part. In sickness and in health, and for a few weeks on a cane.
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Because of the knee surgery, I missed the opening few days of the softball season that year. The roses were worth it.

There are mornings in the late spring now when we sit in the rose garden with the sun coming up and the dew beginning to fade, and the roses are in bloom, and we sip our coffee gratefully and fully believe no finer three-hundred-square-foot patch of earth can be found anywhere at all.

There are late afternoons too, when we are tired and worn, and we can lie on our backs in the shade and look up to see ourselves surrounded by pink and white and red roses ten and twelve feet above us. Neighbors will walk by on the sidewalk six feet away, and the roses are so thick they cannot even see us.

“Oh, honey, the roses,” one of them will say as they go by. Sometimes our giggles give us away.

There are nights when we sit at the table under the maple tree, and the breeze brings the scent of the roses across the yard to us, and it will stop whatever conversation we are trying to make, rendering talk suddenly unnecessary altogether.

All in all, trading a few yards of scraggly grass for such beauty and for such moments is one of the better trades I ever made. If I had to do it over again, I would throw in the other knee if that is what it took to close the deal.
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If I were asked to name the chief benefit
of the house, I should say:
the house shelters daydreaming,
the house protects the dreamer,
the house allows one to dream in peace.

—GASTON BACHELARD
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DEDICATING A ROOM IN A SMALL HOUSE to the writerly activities of the writer who lives here was never really a possibility After a brief consideration of putting a dungeon in the basement, the decision was made to build a room for him in the corner of the backyard. Given what I had already learned out back about hard work and growing things and starting over and digging through the dirt, it seemed only natural to move the writer to the garden. Downright organic even.

It was always properly assumed that the writer s room needed to be as far from the normal human activity of normal human beings as possible. The constant muttering and the occasional scream emanating from such a place can be disconcerting, especially when another member of the household may be trying to sleep or talk on the telephone or entertain polite company.

And it called for a place where the writer could leave his stuff spread out in piles and allow some piles to go untouched for months. It had to have one table to write on when it was time to use his fountain pen and another table for when he used a computer. There had to be enough bookcases to hold dozens of books and still have shelf space left over for collecting bits and pieces of stuff—baseballs and shells and cards and photos—the things he must hold on to in order to remind him of the real world he lives in whenever he leaves the writing room for the day.

The room had to be just large enough for the writer to pace in a small circle but not large enough for him to live in, because the people back home, on the other side of the garden, would miss him if he did not come home.

I had waited for this moment for years. When I was growing up and dreaming of being a writer someday—a daydream I often dreamed while mowing the grass—I had always seen myself in some distant day going off to a little room to write. In my dream it was a little rose-covered cottage, though I do not know exactly why. It may be that I lived for too long under the influence of too many romantic poets.

I put my boots on and sat down under the maple tree and contemplated what the little building might be like now that it was about to be at all.
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Of course, I wanted to build it myself. After all of those years of banging on things with my father, I had a notion it would be great fun to actually build something from the ground up. I had once been a weekend member of an informal construction crew, and we raised a three-room farmhouse for my sister. A ten-by-ten building seemed within my capabilities. I would have been given a chance to build the writers room myself had not two things occurred.

The first was a conversation with the master gardener in which words like weatherproof, sturdy, safe, and handsome vf ere mentioned an excessive number of times. Later in the same conversation, the word timely came up. There were not a few references to how long it took to raise the fence, references I still consider as hitting below the tool belt. The conversation took place while we sat under the maple tree in the backyard looking through the hedge to where my neighbors poorly built, unfinished, and therefore shabby outbuilding stood in plain view, providing a decaying, unpainted, and silent exclamation point.

The second blow to my dream of building the place myself came in the form of an unexpected royalty check from a publisher. Some would call it a windfall, but I have been standing in the wind for years both before and after, and it is rare for a breeze to bring a check. I prefer the word earnings.

The check was large enough that the master gardener thought we might be able to have the thing built by carpenters who knew what they were doing. She was right, of course. However, once it was up, I could take my tools and do anything I wanted to as long as it was on the inside. The writer would have a place, and might even have it while still young enough to walk to it without a cane.

The master planner then began to do what master planners do: she got on the telephone. After a day or two of asking questions and getting estimates, we got in the car and made a field trip north of the city. We were headed to talk to a company that builds tack rooms for people with horses and storage sheds for people s lawn-care equipment.

I worried a bit on the way that a man who built places to store saddles and hide Weed Eaters would not be up to the task of building a proper room for a poet.

We spent a couple of hours walking in and out of their buildings and looking at plans and price lists and talking through the modifications and additions we could make within the confines of the budget. Most tack rooms do not have covered porches and french doors. They showed us notebooks full of color brochures and floor plans, production estimates and schedule sheets, color swatches and paint chips. After a while money changed hands, and contracts were duly signed, and schedules were agreed upon, and we headed home to wait a few more days for the place I had waited for my whole life. On the way home, we took to calling the thing a studio.

I was glad to have the few days. I needed the time to make room in our garden for a room of my own. Which unfortunately meant that a few panels of the fence-that-never-knows-completion needed to come down.
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I ended up taking down five sections of the fence along the alley. Two of them had to come down permanently to make room for the studio itself. The third one held the gate, which had to be moved since the studio was going in where the gate connected. The other two did not really have to come out, but they fell when I took the first three out. It occurred to me I could very well be putting this fence up for the rest of my life. I also wondered if two or three sturdy roses might help hold the whole business up.

Early one morning I was up to make sure the back garden was ready to receive the load of lumber for the studio, and the two folks who were to build it showed up. They turned out to be a man and his wife who live way out in Dickson County. They supplement their farm income by building prefabbed farm buildings in urban neighborhoods for city slickers like me to use as studios.

The first day they unloaded the materials, set the posts, and put down the plywood deck. The second day they framed it all in, including the roof. The third day they put on the tin roof and the exterior sheets of paneling, framed in the doorway, and hung the doors. By sunset on the third day, the three of us were sitting under the maple tree with a cold drink in our hands. They were admiring their handiwork. I was wondering if they could have built my fence in something less than eighteen months.

But it was a sight to behold.
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The folks from Dickson said they had never actually built a tack room with french doors, but they otherwise seemed quite pleased with the whole business. They took pictures to put in their scrapbook. Then shaking their heads and grinning to themselves, they drove off.

To this day I am convinced I could have done the thing myself for no more than four times the cost and well within my standard three-year time frame for any construction project requiring more than a dozen two-by-fours. I hung my fence panels back up, hung my gate to the side of my three-day miracle, and held my tongue.

Early the next morning I took two cushions large enough to sit on, a sketchbook, a fountain pen, and a cup of coffee and went off to my little room to put a few words on paper and see if they would turn into something that would justify the name studio.

I finally had a little place of my own to hold the tools of my trade and dig around in.
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Without meaning to, I helped to set off a building boom in Sunnyside.

John decided he needed a little building to keep his Harley in. Joan decided it was time for her to put the potter s studio in. Every time I go by Hal s house, there is a new pile of lumber being unloaded, and a crowd of workmen is building something in his backyard.

It could be they have just joined the lawn-elimination revolution. Or it could be they are building things they have always dreamed of.
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Once the studio was finished, there followed a stretch of days and weeks and months in which I got up before daylight, spread out my writing things, and scribbled my pages for the day. Then I put my writer tools away and got out my carpenter tools and spent as many hours as I could hanging bead board on the interior walls of the studio. At the end of the day, I swept out the sawdust and put the tools back in the corner and stacked the lumber as neatly as I could so the place would be as serene as it could be for the writer s work the next morning.

Finishing the construction in the studio took some time. My crew had their hands full with Softball and wresding and high school by then, so I worked along as best I could on both projects, pounding away on a book in the mornings and hammering away on the walls and ceiling in the afternoons. The two kinds of work I did in that room that year, with the two different sets of tools and with the same two hands, yielded a book I eventually came to love and a fine place in which to try to make some more of them.
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The bell at the front gate rang early one Saturday morning in spring, and I went to see who it was. Hal stood there with three cardboard boxes under one arm and a bag of stuff from Dwight's hardware store slung over the other. His fancy rolling tool chest was beside him.

“Happy birthday, boss,” he said. No one has ever called me “boss” except Hal. “I've come to wire your studio.”

Your neighborhood should have a Hal. He is not perfect by any stretch, except in the sense he is always perfectly Hal, which is more than enough for me. You cannot have ours, by the way; you must find your own. If there is not one in your neighborhood, you may want to consider becoming the one for your neighborhood. People will love you for it, and they will always grin when they see you coming.

Months passed before we actually hooked up the power to the studio, but we were ready when the time came because Hal made sure we were.
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One day the studio was done. Not everything, of course, but the paneling was up, and the floor was finished out enough to move bookshelves in and rescue some of my books from storage. I was so tickled to see some of those old friends that I talked to them as I put them ontthe shelves. If gardeners can talk to roses, writers can talk to books.

One day I went to Dwight s and bought a huge canvas drop cloth and spread it out and stapled it to the floor. Another day I went and bought a big rug and spread it from wall to wall. Then I built a table to write on. And then the first of a long line of chairs started coming through.

Then the Rector arrived.

The Rambling Rector is a fine Old English rose, a climber that comes with an admonition to plant it next to a house or a tree. It will grow to about forty feet tall and twenty to thirty feet wide. It blooms once a year, early in the spring.

Someday it will cover my studio. For now, I still have to go out to the alley to see it, but in one or two more springs, I will come out the back door some April morning, and its white blossoms will have covered the studio roof.

I am willing to wait.
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My room at the back of the garden serves as one part retreat, one part sanctuary, one part office, one part library, and one part storage facility. It is also the place I go to dig around with a pen each day, plant a word or a sentence, and see if something will grow and if it might become something beautiful.

A garden is not a bad place for such a place. Gardens are about waiting and about hope as much as they are about anything.

You wait for spring to come and for roses to bud out and for the earth to green up again. You wait for seeds to germinate and irises to spread. You wait for the dogwoods to turn white and pink and for the maple to go golden in the fall. And all the while you hold a vision of some new thing in your head, of what the garden will be someday.

You cannot hurry it along, not any of it. Spring comes when it comes; roses bloom when they will; the garden grows at its own sweet pace. What it teaches you is to wait, to be patient, and to pay attention.

Some morning the sun will rise, and something you have always dreamed of will come true.
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What gardener isn't of two minds?
Even as you are sighing with satisfaction
with what you have at last pulled off…
the other ambitious mind
is already making greedy notes
for what must be done next year.

—MIRABEL OSLER
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AMONG THE THINGS PINNED to my studio wall is a rough sketch, ink and colored pencil on tissue paper. I keep a postcard pinned there as well, a postcard we once sent to ourselves from St. Vincent in the Caribbean. The sketch reminds me of a birthday present, and it eventually led me to a man who calls himself Mr. Shrub. The postcard reminds me of a particularly lovely vacation, and it led me to a man named Sammy. Between the sketch and the postcard and Mr. Shrub and Sammy, I stumbled onto a rarely stated piece of gardening wisdom I was previously unaware of: you can lead a gardener to water, but you cannot make him think.
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Late on a fine afternoon in April, I was whistling to myself as I showered and changed after some light yard work.

I was whistling because I was being taken out to dinner for my birthday. It was not a surprise to be taken out to dinner that evening. At my age, my birthday is one of the few things I remember, and so it never sneaks up on me. I can hear its footsteps coming months away.

The whistling was appropriate too, because I thought I could begin to see the end of the major gardening projects. The fence was done, and the studio was finished. The flower beds were in place, and the roses were off and climbing their little hearts out. As far as I could tell that afternoon, the summeryard work load was going to be relatively moderate. I had begun to envision a boccie ball court, but I was holding my tongue until the winter meetings with the master planner.

I put on some fresh linen clothes, pronounced myself ready to be celebrated, and we headed to our local, a fine little restaurant in the neighborhood that is always my favorite place to celebrate anything. Once we settled in, a scroll of tissue paper wrapped in a ribbon was handed to me. The attached card said some lovely things I will not tell you, because they are between me and the person who loves me. I will td you about the tissue paper.

I unrolled the paper to discover the master planner had been sketching again. This time instead of sketching a new bed in the garden, she had drawn a sketch of a fountain. “It could not be delivered today the way I wanted it to be,” she said. “The paint did not dry.”

I was happy for the gift and comforted to know the fountain had already been made. My limited do-it-yourself skill set does not include welding.

“It will be delivered tomorrow,” she told me. Somewhere during dessert it occurred to me that a seven-foot fountain likely needed a pond and someone needed to dig it. I began to rewrite the lyric to the traditional birthday song in my head: “…happy birthday, dear Robert, happy birthday to you…and here's your shovel.”
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The next afternoon a truck pulled up in the alley, and I went to the back gate, and in came the fountain. A fountain big enough and pretty enough to be in a park or in a courtyard of a house in the French Quarter. Four bowls with scalloped edges, swans around its base, freshly painted black and shining in the sun—it was beautiful. Then they brought in a black plastic tub to put into a hole to make a pond. They left without making the hole for the pond. Not a surprise really, though I had harbored a secret hope for eighteen hours or so.

By sunset we had picked the spot for the fountain. I had to travel for the next few weeks, so it was going to be awhile before I could dig the hole for the tub. But we could not wait to hear the waters music, so we just set the tub on the ground. Then I dragged and rolled and muttered the fountain across the yard at the blistering pace of about three feet per ten minutes. As I wresded it over into the tub, I began to suspect it had once been in the same park in Cairo where the fence pieces in the rose garden had come from. I leveled it up as best I could and started filling the tub with water.

It was not yet as elegant looking as it was going to be once I had time to dig the hole and put some bricks around it, but the tinkling sound we heard when the water plopped from bowl to bowl and down to the pond fell on our ears as elegantly as any music we had heard in the backyard in a while. If we closed our eyes, we were in the French Quarter.

After some weeks passed, I emptied the tub and rolled the fountain out of the way. My children came home from camp, and the excavation began. (“Yes, your fathers birthday is still being celebrated,” I told them. “Now, grab a shovel and help him with his present.”) Together we fought our way through the rock just below the surface and carved out the hole. Then we dropped the tub in.

Once the tub was filled and the fountain reinstalled, we pulled up lawn chairs and spent many an hour sitting and listening to it. We sat near it as though it were a hearth and stared at it the way you stare at a fire on a winter s evening. We loved listening to the water fall and watching the birds fly in and out of the sprinkles. We were mesmerized by it.

One morning as we were sitting in the shade by the fountain and plowing our way through the last pages of the Times, we came to the conclusion that if you have a fountain that looks like it belongs in a courtyard in the French Quarter, it is only right to build a courtyard to put it in. By the time we finished talking and dreaming and sketching, we needed a retaining wall with steps in the middle that led to a brick patio surrounding the fountain. We also needed to move far more dirt than I was willing to move armed with nothing but a shovel.

Enter Mr. Shrub.
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His real name is Ray, and he owns a nursery about five blocks from our house. We had bought things there from time to time and had seen the brochures that promoted his landscaping business. In the neighborhood, we call him Ray. In the landscaping world, he is known as Mr. Shrub.

I asked if he could send someone down to my house with a Bobcat to move some dirt around for me. To be honest, I felt like I was having to talk him into it. I was willing to pay the fee, but he seemed to be hoping I might turn him loose to be Mr. Shrub in my yard. I was not about to allow anyone else to lay claim to the title of Mr. Shrub in my yard after all of the digging I had done.

We set a date that gave me a few days to get my son and one of his buddies to empty the water out of the tub and get the tub out of the ground. Early on the morning for the Bobcat work, I once more rolled and dragged the fountain out of the way. I sang a couple of choruses of “Happy Birthday” to myself as I once again wrestled the thing across the yard.

Of course, I had to pull part of the back fence down again in order to get the Bobcat into the yard. It was easier this time. Since taking my fence down every few months to get something large into the backyard seemed to be a regular part of gardening at my house, I bought a two-foot length of PVC pipe wide enough to hold a fence post, and I sank the pipe into the ground. Now it only takes about five minutes to remove sixteen feet offence—unscrew the panels, drag them out of the way, and that middle post just pops right out of the ground. It is much easier on my back and on my emotional well-being.

The Bobcat came in through the hole in the fence with one of Mr. Shrubs landscaping crew at the wheel. Mr. Shrub followed him into the yard. We walked around for a few minutes, and I told him what I hoped to have done. Then he said about twelve words to the Bobcat guy and got in his pickup and left.

I spent the next few hours trying to make myself heard over the roar of a Bobcat ripping around my yard. He shoved the dirt around for a few minutes, and then I made some hand signals, and he shoved some more dirt. Then he backed into a hydrangea or something, and I frantically waved him to a stop, and he made the international yard worker signs for “I am so sorry” and went at it again. Finally, mercifully, the bank I hoped for began to take shape. And the Bobcat man drove off down the alley and up the street without looking back.

I wrestled my fence back into place and sat down to savor one of the great lawn elimination moments of my life.

Then the rains came. It rained for almost three weeks straight. Day after day, a hard, driving rain fell. There was so much rain that Mr. Shrub dropped by one day unannounced to loan me two hundred square feet of plastic to roll out over the mud so it had a chance to begin to dry out.

Three more weeks went by before the whole business dried out enough to dig another hole to put the fountain in—yes, Mr. Bobcat filled in the hole we had already dug. We put the pine straw back in its place and did what do-it-yourselfers do when the going gets tough—we went on vacation.
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The two of us have always taken a trip in October to celebrate our wedding anniversary. This particular year we were celebrating our tenth anniversary, so we made the choice to go somewhere exotic, St. Vincent in the West Indies.

We stayed in a small cottage with a private swimming pool about six steps from the back door of the cottage. It was a small pool, only four or five feet deep and about two good crawl strokes across. The brochure called it a plunge pool, but you could hurt yourself if you actually plunged into it. Tiptoe-in pool might have been a better term. But there was something ridiculously fine about being able to walk out your back door and cool off whenever you wanted to. We discovered something equally fine about standing in the pool and reading a book or sitting up to our waists in the water on the steps leading down into the pool and watching the sunset or the stars.

Inevitably, it seems now, we came to the conclusion that it would be a fine thing to have one of these in the back garden.

Hello, Sammy.
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When spring came, we drew up revised sketches of the back garden and talked to some pool guys to see if what we wanted to be done could in fact be done.

One guy told us he thought so, but the next day he called and said he had changed his mind and he did not think it could be done after all. Another guy came to see us and graciously drank our iced tea at the table under the maple tree for two hours and told us that what we wanted to do could not be done. He could, however, see a way to do what he wanted to do in our backyard, and all it would take would be a year and a half and roughly the amount of money necessary to buy a beachfront condo in Miami.

Then Sammy showed up. He did not show up on the appointed day or the one after that either—a sign of things to come—but he did show up.

Sammy sat down at our table under the maple tree, and we started in on the iced tea, and two hours later we were walking off spaces in the yard and scribbling on the sketches and looking through pool catalogs. We chose a fiberglass pool. You just dig a hole and drop it into the ground, and in three days you are in the water. Or at least that is what Sammy told us.

By the end of the afternoon, papers had been signed, and our plunge pool was on the way. According to Sammy, in six weeks the pool would be here and three days later we would be plunging in it.

Six weeks later we were calling Sammy daily for updates on the arrival of our pool. The same was true when we hit the eight-week mark.

In Sammy's defense, the pool was actually manufactured in Florida and shipped up here on a flatbed truck. A couple of times word was that the factory had changed the delivery date. Then word came that it took longer because we had ordered a special color. Then we heard they were waiting on another pool to be finished so they could ship the two together. Finally we were told it had been shipped but the truck broke down in Atlanta. One afternoon they called to say that the pool would be here in the morning. The next morning they called to say the truck was stranded in a bad storm on Monteagle Mountain in East Tennessee where a rock slide had closed the road. More than a little discouraged by the unanswered telephone calls the next morning, we gave it up and went for a long, late lunch.

At four o'clock we came around the corner, and there they were—a van full of workers and tools, a pickup truck with a trailer carrying a backhoe, and a semitruck with a flatbed trailer loaded down with what seemed to be the largest bathtub I had ever laid eyes on.

Sammy jumped down out of the cab of his truck and flashed his “Here I come to save the day” grin. “I told you it was coming,” he said. “Better get that fence down.”

Sammy's army hit the ground too. In short order they backed the truck into the alley, and with several mighty heaves and a great host of, shall we say, colorful words of encouragement from their fearless leader, they shoved the twelve-by-sixteen-by-five-foot bathtub off the trailer and across the backyard and almost to the edge of the house. Looking at it standing there under the maple tree, I thought it might possibly take up the entire backyard.

In the meantime, Sammy began to do what we later agreed is the thing that, if it is not what Sammy does best, is the thing Sammy loves most—operate a backhoe. For the next two hours, shouting instructions over the roar of the engine to his guys in the hole, who were using shovels to show him the edges of the rocks, talking on the radio to his crews at other construction sites, and handling calls from his office on his cell phone, all at the same time, Sammy dug a hole for the pool. I do not know Sammy at all really, and so I know nothing of the way he grew up. But I am convinced he spent most of his childhood in the dirt playing with Tonka trucks and making engine noises and shouting instructions to his playmates. When he grew up, he simply got bigger toys to play with.

We watched as Sammy went back and forth with the backhoe. One guy dug small rocks out of the hole, two guys hauled PVC pipe and plumbing equipment into the yard while Sammy shouted instructions at them, and a man named Wendell was assigned to stand beside us, smoking one cigarette after another, interpreting what Sammy was saying and doing, and telling us not to worry.

At three and a half feet down, Sammy struck serious rock. It was not a surprise, but it was unsettling since the hole needed to be five feet deep. A portion of the continental shelf had evidently moved into our yard when our heads were turned. Sammy prodded the edge of it with the backhoe, and a corner of my studio moved in response. Sammy took the backhoe out of gear. A meeting was in order.

Sammy and Wendell and the master planner and I gathered around the hole to shout at each other over the roar of the backhoe s idling engine. The rest of the crew stopped what they were doing and stood off to the side to watch with some interest.

The discussion went on for a few minutes. I remember the word dynamite being used at least twice and shaking my head furiously as I contemplated Sammy the Tonka man being turned loose in our yard with explosives. After a few more minutes, during which I nearly reached the wailing and gnashing of teeth stage, the decision was made. The only logical choice was to set the pool on the rock and raise the dirt up around it. The dream of the French Quarter courtyard around the fountain and the gently curving wall disappeared forever. A disappointment to be sure, but one that paled in comparison to the thought of blowing up the backyard, Sammy's crew seemed a little let down by the news that they would not be breaking out the dynamite to break up the rock, I think, but they went back to work.

About six fifteen, Sammy backed the backhoe out into the alley and ran it up on the flatbed truck, and the driver roared off toward the interstate highway to get home to Dickson. I figured we were done for the day But Sammy and the boys grabbed hold of the pool and sweated it into the hole. Then one of them started cutting holes for the pipes, and another man started connecting pipes to the pump, and everybody else started throwing dirt around the edges. At some point, Sammy shouted to Wendell to turn the hose on.

“It's going to take twelve hours to fill 'er up. We may as well get 'er started,” he announced. “You'll be swimming in it day after tomorrow.”

On the third day, the water reached the proper level, and the pumping system began to circulate the water, and we went for a swim after Wendell and the boys left for the day, just as Sammy said we would.

For another month, a portion of Sammy's crew showed up in our yard almost every day. They spread three dump trucks of gravel to set the pool; they poured concrete for the deck; they put brick coping around the edge of the pool. Every morning I wondered if our garden would ever be a quiet, peaceftd place again. Then one day, nobody came. The Sammy show had closed.

My work had just begun. Again.
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Before long, a new stretch offence took shape to hide the pump from view, and we planted ornamental grasses to separate the pool from the rest of the yard. I built two sets of steps with old stone left over from Wallys yard.

The fountain was moved to a new spot; a new sketch appeared calling for a permanent pond I have not finished yet. Pine straw was spread to cover the mud until the next spring when we could plant the new beds we had begun to sketch onto the big chart.

But we could sit in the sun and then cool off in the pool. We could stand in the pool and read a book, and we could sit on the benches in the pool and have a conversation while the sun went down or the moon came up. We could eat dinner on the deck and float candles in the water. We could invite our friends for an afternoon swim, and we could lie on a float in the sun and listen to the sound of the solar fountain in the pool.
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I learned some stuff that summer. I learned that Bobcats and backhoes are very loud machines. And I learned, for the third or fourth or fifteenth time, that putting up a fence is not a one-time event. At my house, it is more like an ongoing struggle.

I was reminded too, as if I had never noticed before, that just about the time you think you have all your ducks in a row, someone will show up with another one. You may even do this to yourself. It is hard enough to keep your ducks in a row when someone is scattering them; it gets really hard when your ducks seem to be multiplying. Somewhere there are places where things stay the same, but a garden is not one of them. At least not the one in our backyard.

As a general rule, for gardening and most other things as well, I recommend you keep your tools handy—something new is always coming, and there is always some more digging in to be done. Always put your tools away when you are done for the day, but do not put them too far away.
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That summer I learned anew that there is something soothing about water in a garden. The sound helps to buffer the noise of the city, or provides a counterpoint to it is perhaps a better way of saying it. Being able to slip into the cool water at the end of a summer s day or take a dip before bedtime is a lovely thing. It is nothing less than a gift, pure and simple.

Others have gifts in their lives that mean as much to them as this gift does to me. One of our friends keeps a boat on a lake an hour or so from town, and he invites us up for the weekend sometimes. I told him that this is a lot of work to go to for a swim; one can do that closer to home. I have even offered him our sketches and Sammy's telephone number. But he is not trading. And I do not blame him.

As I am writing this, the rain gently falls on the tin roof of my studio and plops into the pool a few steps away, adding a steady bass note to the tinkling of the fountains.

And I am keeping one eye on the garden as I listen. Some new thing is coming.
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Invent your world.
Surround yourself with people, color,
sounds, and work that nourish you.

—SARK
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WE ARE QUIET PEOPLE. We generally choose for the stereo to be down low rather than up loud. We walk down the hall to announce dinner is ready rather than shout. We sit for hours reading books and hardly say a word to each other and call it a fine day. We have even been known to read books at the dinner table as we sit across from each other.

Some of our preference for quiet comes by way of personality. Some of it because we both work at home and need quiet; you never know when someone is on the telephone when you come through the door or is working on a paragraph in his head.

Some of it grows out of our shyness, though after all these years together now, we tend to be less shy around each other than we were. Some of it may reflect the fact that we both grew up with three brothers and a sister and quiet was hard to come by. We may still be in search of a little makeup peace and quiet after the years in a noisy household.

In addition to being quiet, our preference is to stay in rather than go out. It does not bother us to go for days without speaking to or seeing anyone other than each other, save talking to the children and staying in touch with clients and publishing people.

Oddly enough, we love to entertain. And once the weather starts to get warm in March and right on through to the middle of October or so, our favorite place to have company is in the back garden.

We started entertaining in our back garden almost as soon as we had a fence. In fact, the fence finally got painted because a major party had been announced, and invitations had been issued, and I had long since passed the time when my standard “The wood needs to season before I paint it” excuse passed for a reasonable one.

It took awhile to paint the fence.
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For one thing, a fair amount of the fence is tucked up against the hedges on two sides of the yard. So the painting called for a brush rather than a spray-painting machine. The power painter, as the folks at the hardware store called it, proved useful for the privacy-fence panels and the studio, but when it came to painting spindles, the job called for two-inch brushes all the way. The power painter put more paint on your hedge and your roses than on your fence.

Between cutting pyramids and painting spindles, I believe my fence is one of the prettiest and most exasperating things I have done. It is a design triumph and a maintenance disaster.

I think I could have hiked to the Great Wall of China and back in the same number of hours I spent that summer standing in the hot sun, sweat running down my face, holding the hedge or a rosebush back with one hand and dabbing on paint with a two-inch brush in the other hand. It seemed as though the fence was growing; every morning it looked longer and taller than it had the day before.

At least I still had my crew.

My daughter helped with the spindles, hard worker and kind soul that she is. And my son, lover of all power tools great and small, manned the spray painter. I prefer tools that do not have motors—I am a paint-with-a-brush, write-with-a-fountain-pen, cut-boards-with-a-handsaw sort of person. He likes machines, any machine, and the louder the better. I believe he fell in love with the power painter based on sheer volume. He took one look at the two-inch brush in my hand and the one-armed hedge-holding posture required to do the brushwork and announced he would happily power-paint the studio and the privacy fence. “Don't worry about it at all, Dad. I'll take care of the big stuff for you.”

Summer days rolled past us with my daughter and me in the hedges and my son wailing away with the power painter. James Taylor joined us on the boom box. We invited him along because all three of us love him.

There was sunshine and sweat and Gatorade, and there was “Fire and Rain” on the stereo. And I was a happy yard guy and an even happier father. When the painting was done, the party was held, and I was a pretty proud host as well.
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The next major festivity in our backyard just sort of snuck up on us.

We invited two of our friends to go with us to the local minor-league ballpark for an afternoon game. Then the four of us were coming back to our yard to grill out. Hardly a party. Even shy people know it takes more than four persons to qualify as a party

We picked up two other neighborhood couples at the ballpark. While waiting on the grill to warm up, one of us was strolling the rose garden, and a neighbor stopped to say hello, and in a few minutes she headed back to the house for some more food and a spouse. Then the bell rang at the gate a few minutes later, and more friends came in. Another couple we know drove by and saw all the fun through the gate, so they came too. In a short while there were sixteen of us, a number that does indeed qualify as a party. A foraging detail was dispatched to purchase additional supplies.

Fortunately I had my great-grandfather s sample table.
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In my family I am regarded as the guy you call when the stuff that belonged to one of our ancestors is about to be sold or thrown away. Every family has such a person.

There is an unwritten rule that after everyone else goes through the stuff and latches on to the useful stuffand the pretty stuff, then call Robert. I will take most all of the other stuff because I am the most sentimental of us all. It does not matter how old or how odd, if it came from the house of an ancestor, I will take it.

I do not know exactly why I am that way. I do know I prefer old rather than new. I like nicked and scratched and weathered more than I like new and shiny. The majority of my favorite things came to me with some character in them and on them. Not surprising considering the characters that appear on one or two of the branches of the family tree from which I have not fallen very far.

When I am working on the road, I carry with me a rosary given to my father before he died by a nun from a place he used to go on retreat. I do not say the rosary, and neither did he, but I was told he held it the night he died even though the nurse said that he may well have never known it. I have two sets of bookshelves in our front hall made out of cheap one-by-twelve pine. Pop built one set, and Wally built the other. They are painted in colors I do not like and are scratched and beat-up, but I will not paint over them. I use Wallys old pipe rack to hold my fountain pens in my studio. We use my grandmothers china in the dining room. And this is just the stuff that came from my family.

Sometimes it feels like I am living in a museum or at a yard sale.
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When Wally died, his house had to be sold, and everyone else in the family went through the house and took away the treasures they wanted and the things that could be put to good use in their houses. Then I went through the house to see if I could find anything I wanted to take home.

The advantage to going last, of course, is that no one fights you for whatever you find.

Down in Wallys basement, pushed back into a longneglected corner, was a low table. Actually it was only a frame with legs. The top had long ago succumbed to the years of neglect that accrued to anything sitting in a corner of Wallys basement. The table is twelve feet long and two and a half feet high.

My mother was in the basement with me, and so I asked her about the table. “It came from your great-grandfather s millinery shop downtown,” she said. “He used it as a sample table to show hats on. You want that old thing?”

Years later, on a summer night in Sunnyside, sixteen of us, suddenly more friends than I have ever had in my entire life, were eating and laughing and talking and telling stories by candlelight under the branches of the big maple tree in our back garden. And we were sitting at that old table.

To me, the difference between an antique and an heirloom has to do with ownership. An antique is something that has been around a long time. It belonged to someone, was maybe even treasured by someone, but not by anyone you know. An heirloom, no matter how old or curious, belonged to someone you knew and loved. And when you are paying attention, there in your garden, on an afternoon with the light just so, or on %n evening when your friends are with you and the laughter and the talk flow freely and the candles glisten brightly, you recall those loved ones, and they are with you again.
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When we first moved to Sunnyside, we saw a lot of real-estate signs in the yards throughout the neighborhood. It seemed there was a house for sale in every block. These days the signs have changed. Every block has one of those signs announcing a recently delivered baby. There are children everywhere.

Our children do not have children yet, and so grand-parenthood has not descended on our house yet. It is fine with me if it waits awhile. I am not ready to be anyone's grandparent at the moment.

On the other hand, the master planner here suffers from a case of what my father used to call the “can't hardlys.” She cannot hardly wait until we have grandchildren to come and visit. So she has begun to practice. One day she declared Baby Day at the pool.

She got in touch with all of the young parents of young children in the neighborhood and invited them to bring their children and come for a pool party. She went out and bought floats and water wings and stocked the outdoor kitchen with boxes of apple juice and crackers. The babies came and brought their parents with them, and she sat in the swing and laughed for hours. When we walk through the neighborhood now, little kids wave at her and ask when they can come to the pool. Her legend grows a bit each summer.

[image: ]

Sometimes the garden parties we hold are smaller and less rowdy. A long day of working in the yard will be finished off by just the two of us having dinner outside as the sun sets. Or my son, the budding young chef, will come by on his day off, and he will man the grill, and the three of us will take our dinner under the maple tree. I live with a good southern cook and have somehow raised a young man who is learning to be a chef, so if I keep my mouth shut and leave them alone, they feed me pretty well. It is not out of the ordinary for these impromptu supper parties to include my daughter when she is home from college. My mother lives only a few minutes away, and she has been known to come for supper in the garden too when she hears the two cooks are working that night.

Sometimes we will spread the word for a couple of blocks that the pool is open for the afternoon, and neighbors and friends will come by for a swim, and we will sit and laugh and tell stories all evening.
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Ours is not the only household in Sunnyside that does such things. There are three serious Christmas parties within a few blocks of here each year, and some years there are at least four pancake breakfasts. One of our neighbors puts a sign in his front yard every couple of weeks or so—The Cozy Corner Cafe Is Open—a general signal to all of us to bring something for the grill and come on through his back gate.

There are at least two fish fries a year on our block, and whenever someone is moving away, we count on a farewell party being held at Todd s. Not to mention the annual crawfish boil offered up by two transplanted Louisianans who have dug in here pretty good themselves.

We also have a neighborhood association in Sunnyside, and each year there is a home tour. It is one part fundraiser for the association and one part self-promotion for the neighborhood itself. The real reason for the event is so we all have a chance to peek inside other people s houses to see what they did with their old houses that might be better than what we did with our old house. Then we have some indoor projects to work on at our house while we wait through the cold weather until we can get back in the yard.

One year we put our house and our garden on the tour. The reason you do that is so you will finish up all of the projects you have been putting off for months.

We spent several weeks frantically cleaning and painting and planting and fluffing. Fluffingbeing the decorator term for what you do when you are trying to make every corner of your house and yard look like something from a photo shoot in an interior-design magazine featuring rooms that seem to have never been lived in. Of course, it rained off and on the day of the home tour, and the thought of three hundred people with wet feet walking through the house seemed like a rather ignominious end to all the cleaning and fluffing, but nothing could be done.

The traffic plan we drew up called for people to come in the front door, go through the house in a circle, saying brilliantly complimentary things all the while, come out the back door into the garden and wander their way through it, and exit through the rose garden gate to the street. I spent the day in the garden in the rain while someone else stayed in the cozy house and listened to the compliments. But it was okay with me, because I got to answer questions about the garden and listen to people say things like “We had no idea this was back here.”

“Can I move in here?” was a recurring question. (The answer to which was no, by the way, but I did tell them that if they had a cute baby who likes to swim, they might get to visit sometimes.)

My son came by for the day, as soon as he heard the cleaning and painting and fluffing were all done. He sat at the table under the maple tree for much of the afternoon, taking questions and explaining what he had been thinking when he designed this or that or the other in the garden. He charmed many a guest with the story of painting the fence or the moment when he knew that having the studio in that corner was the right choice. “I can't tell you how many times I redesigned this garden,” I heard him say. It seems all of those hours with the noise and the shaking of the power painter affected his memory in a way. But I was happy to watch him bask in the glow of the hard work he had done.

I was most certainly basking in the glow of it myself, if one can bask in a rain shower.

People wandered the path under the maple tree and past the brick patio we laid there. They came up the Wally stone steps to the pool deck and sat in the swing that overlooks the pool. Then they wandered over to the studio porch and peered in the screen doors to see what a room for a writer actually looks like. I have seen the same expressions on the faces of people at the monkey house at the zoo before. I told them the writer would be back for feeding time if they wanted to wait.

Some folks, when the rain let up for a moment, plopped down on a chair by the pool, in the sunroom so to speak, even though the sun did not make an appearance that day. Then they headed down the back steps and through the hydrangeas, which make the walls of the reading room, the shady spot where the crepe myrtles hang over the Adirondack chairs and the Times is consumed on warm summer mornings.

Then down the few steps past the fountain and into the rose room and out the gate. Whoever is in charge of the weather did not cooperate for the days festivities, but the roses did; most of them bloomed early for the occasion. I do not know how the master planner pulled it off, but I was glad she figured out the right sweet somethings to whisper to them in the days before.
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It was a day for remembering for me.

Someone would ask a question about how this thing or that came to be, and I remembered the sweat and the laughter and the cool drinks at the end of the day with my crew. I remembered Sammy and Mr. Shrub and the day the roses arrived, fragile and trembling and hopeful. I remembered my first morning in my studio and the day Wallys irises first bloomed. I remembered rolling the fountain across the yard and the day that my son and his buddy covered themselves in mud when they moved it so the Bobcat could get in.

I remembered the way not much at all grew or blossomed back here in the days when we first arrived, the children in tow, breathless and wide-eyed, hoping to make a home for us here. I remembered the days before the sketches, when these sweet garden rooms were still only dreams. I recalled the days when we knew no one here in Sunnyside, and now I can barely keep up with the names of all the friends who have found us here.

And I knew then that I was dug in here pretty well, had maybe even started to bloom in some sense. Enough so that like all gardeners, I have a case of the cant hardlys about how good all of this will look next spring and am already looking forward to it.

Uprooting me from here is going to take some work.


[image: ]


For every man
the world is as fresh as it was the first day,
and as full of untold novelties for him
who has eyes to see them.

—THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY
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MY FAVORITE TIME TO BE IN OUR GARDEN is the time before you can even see it. The time between four and five in the morning.

You cannot see the garden yet; it is still hidden in shadows. It rests in the dark, waiting for the sun and for the day to start.

I like to be there then—sitting, listening for the symphony that will come, watching for the light that has been promised, waiting for the show to begin. I am astonished and grateful each time to have been plopped down into this little corner of the Eden given again to us all each day.
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Most mornings I do not need the clock to wake me up. I find myself awake well before the alarm, lying in bed in the dark, waiting until a reasonable hour to rise. Reasonable is a relative term, or so I am told by those who cannot believe that I rise that early

I remember Pop saying he used to lie in bed in the dark, waiting for the sun to come up so he could get out of bed. Being a high-school student at the time, I thought he was crazy. Now I realize he was only middle-aged, an age I seem to have reached myself sometime ago. Middle-aged strikes me as a relative term; I do not think it likely I will live to be 108.

There are some good things about being my age and some not-so-good ones. Going out the screen door and down the steps into the garden, I remember that being up in the dark and waiting on the light clearly ranks as one of the good things.

According to the Ancient Story, “Let there be light” is all it took to begin to create the first of all places to which anyone ever belonged, the first of all the Edens. This is as close as I am going to get, I think as I start along the path toward the studio.

I open the double doors, set my coffee cup down, and take a seat facing out into the garden. Then I wait for the symphony to begin and the light to come up and the set to be revealed and the characters to appear on stage.
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The opening notes of each days symphony are percussion.

The fountain splashes down into a pool lined with small rocks I hauled home from retreats over the years. Certain rocks call to mind certain places and times. Better yet, they call to mind those who shared those days and moments with me. I think of it as a photo album, except that all of the pictures of these people and these places to which I belonged for a time are kept only in my heart.

The fountain pings and plops, ringing like a bell. On mornings with a breeze, the ringing mingles with the sound of the wind chimes.

The next sounds in the symphony come from inside the hedges. The hedges hold the nests of the birds who call our yard home. Chirps and cheeps and whisdes and calls fill the air, a whole reed section tuning up for the days work.

A mockingbird lives in the maple tree. His specialty is to mimic the beep, beep, beep sound the security system makes when I come out the back door. More than once I have been sitting in my studio and heard it and looked up to see who was coming out into the back garden at this hour. This particular mockingbird particularly enjoys mocking me. He also imitates the squeak the screen door makes when I need to oil the hinges, a useful practice that almost makes up for his less-than-respectful general attitude toward me.

House finches are next, noisy folks who travel in packs and chatter a mile a minute with no regard as to whether the other finches are listening to them at all. A family reunion or an argument or a food fight roars to life every other minute with them. In between their frenetic bursts, you can hear the deep-throated calls of mourning doves as they make their stately strolls across the yard. The wrens who live under the studio roof are usually the last of the birds to join in the song. I do not know if wrens sleep late everywhere, but they do in our yard.
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The light begins to come up, and so the colors of the set begin to come into view.

Tennessee is not big-sky country, not until you get out west toward Memphis, so the dawn goes on for quite a while at my house.

Depending on the time of year, and the angle of the sun in relation to the earth, and the number of leaves on the trees scattered through our neighborhood, a one- to two-hour gap falls between the time you can see the first streaks of light against the gray and the time you can actually see the sun itself. The sun does not just pop up here, the way it does at the shore or out west. It meanders its way through the hills that encircle our fair city.

What you can see, though, while you wait to see the sun itself, is pretty good.

The growing light slowly reveals the deep greens of the hostas in the shade beds beside the studio, and the browns and reds and terra cottas of the bricks and the pine straw.

The water in the pool in front of the studio begins to shine clear against the black of the pool itself and the gray of the tiles. Soft yellows and greens slowly appear in the great clumps of grass we planted to screen the front of the garden from the pool. The wrought-iron table and chairs show their deep green against the red-brick patio in the center of the garden, up under the maple tree. The shadow and light of the hedge catch my eye.

I can see the faint lines of the crepe myrtles. The first bits of bright color break through the shadows: the lavender beside the patio, the irises by the house, the hydrangeas along the fence. Finally the rose garden comes into view. Their reds and pinks and whites begin to wink at me from across the way.

Depending on the time of year and the temperature of the air, the garden glistens with dew or waits shrouded in mist. Sometimes the whole world, it seems, shines bright with frost. Sunnyside is not exactly the forest primeval, as Longfellow once referred to an Eden far more majestic than this, but at this moment the garden I gaze into is at least elemental—first light, first sounds, and mist and shadow and water and green.
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I do not know what your portion of Eden looks like, nor do I know what it sounds like each day as it blinks and shuffles and murmurs and whistles its way into being. I will say this: it is the portion of the Eden that you have been given for this season of your journey.

The portion of Eden that I have been given is fairly modest—and it is more than I ever hoped for.
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We spend most of the hours of most of our days here, at this litde house, in this little garden. We work here and we weed here and we see our friends here. We watch the seasons come and go here. We celebrate our milestones and moments here. We rest here and we talk here and we plot out new bits of our life together in the rooms of this very garden.

These sweet rooms are the stage for almost all of my life. I am as dug in here as anywhere I have ever been. If this is not home, then no place will ever be. If this is not the last place for me, then at least I have learned something here, something of what it means to make a home anywhere at all.

It is a small house in a small garden in a small neighborhood. But it is large enough for us. Large enough to hold our dreams and our hopes and our joys and our sorrows. Large enough to hold our family and our friends and our neighbors from time to time. Large enough to hold our work and our rest and our tears and our prayer and our laughter and our silence and our wonder.

Large enough to hold nearly everything dear, or so it seems to me on mornings when I am up waiting on the light.
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The beep, beep, beep sounds again, for real this time, and the lady to whom I am married comes out to stroll the rose garden to see who has bloomed since yesterday. I hear her say hello to the roses and the birds. And then she is up the steps and across to the studio doors to say good morning to me.

The final chorus of the morning hymn has been sung, and the light of the day is now fully upon us.

Who knows what this day may yet bring—who will come to see us, what work will need to be done, what new thing is in store. All of it will be the life to which we have been given in this place, this place where we have dug ourselves in.

The life to be lived here this day, the life in which we live and move and have our being, as the old prayer book says, is right here in our own backyard. And it must be nurtured, it must be watched over, and it must be tended to.



AUTHOR'S NOTES

As solitary as it seems sometimes—both to me and, I suspect, to people who do not write—writing a book is not always a solitary pursuit. The best days are those when someone joins you in the work, a trait shared with the act of gardening as well.

Some days other writers and their books will come and join you. If you like digging around in your own backyard, building something to make a garden room, or other such things, I recommend the books listed below.


The Country Garden by John Brookes
Pilgrim at Tinker Creek by Annie Dillard
A Garden from a Hundred Packets of Seed by James
Fenton Dirt Under My Nails by Marilee Foster
Sweet Days and Roses by Leslie Geddes-Brown
Botanical Roses, published by Laurel Glen Publishers
The Tool Book by William Bryant Logan
100 Old Roses for the American Garden by Clair Martin
A Phce of My Own and Second Nature by Michael Pollan
The Rose Bible by Rayford Clayton Reddell
The Potting Shed by Linda Joan Smith
The Tiny Book of Tiny Houses by Lester Walker



My experience with this group of books is that at the very least they make you want to go put your yard clothes on and head out the back door. They will also teach you a lot of things about the life you will find and can tend to when you get there.
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Sometimes other people will put their yard clothes on and help you with your work, provide goods and services that you cannot do without, give you gifts to put in your yard, or otherwise pitch in to make up for your shortcomings with a hammer and a trowel and a shovel.

The yardman that I am cannot write about our garden, think about our garden, or even walk through our garden without being grateful to Austin, Bill, Bo, Brenda, Brock, Dwight and company, Geoff, Glenn, Grant, Hal, Harold, JB, John & Wendy, Jordan, Justin, Kim, Michael, Peggy, Ray & the folks at Mr. Shrub, Sammy & his guys from Dickson, and William.
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The writer that I am trying to be could not write a sentence, finish the work, or hold this one in his hands without the kind attentions of Ms. Jones of Merigold, Ms. Lil of Linda Lane, Ms. Dupree of Arab, and Ms. Carol of Euless. Even if it were possible, I would rather have done it with all of you at my side.

And you could not hold it in your hands without the kind attention of Steve, Dudley, Jeanette, Sara, Ginia, Karen, Carol, Carie, and a whole host of kind and generous folks from WaterBrook Press and the rest of the world known as Random House.

Thank you, one and all, and the same to the Friends of Silence & of the Poor, whoever and wherever you may be.

NAMASTÉ,

R. Benson
Sunnyside, 2006
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garden. Touching, funny, and delightful”

—Resecca KoLLs, host of Rebeccas Garden

Robert Benson






OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_005_r1.jpg
s FIVE
Waiting Room





OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_004_r1.jpg
FOUR

Rose Hips and
Rose Knees





OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_003_r1.jpg
THREE

Pop Tests and
Wally Dirt






OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_002_r1.jpg
‘ TWO

Please Fence
| Me In





OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_tp_r1.jpg
iDigging In

|\ Touding 10 Life tn Toir Oom Backyied

by Robert Benson

=






OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_001_r1.jpg
ONE
’ Transplanted —’





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_009_r1.jpg
WATERBROOK





OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_008_r1.jpg
EIGHT

I
|
|
|

Morning Glories






OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_007_r1.jpg
Garden Parties |





OEBPS/images/Bens_9780307499486_epub_006_r1.jpg
SIX

Water Music

e |





