This Morning Light
by Janette Gould Martin
"One ought, every day at least, to hear a little song, read a good poem, see a fine picture and, if possible, speak a few reasonable words."
-- Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

 

Today, I think the world was made for me. 

I was awakened by a crystalline streak of the new sun as it poked through the curtain and washed across my pillow. From the moment I opened my eyes, it was a dazzling day. 

Within a twinkle of early morning sunshine, I was holding a steaming cup of coffee and was standing at the edge of the most vexatious perennial growing bed known to humanity. I was armed with a shovel, a smile, and faith. I was awash in Dante’s Paradiso. The light! I thought of Goethe’s final words: "More light!"

I sipped my coffee, my old jeans and my spirit ready for battle, my bare feet melting the frost on the grass. I stood. I stared into the tumultuous jumble of green and brown I have often called "my garden."

Sometimes, the frost doesn’t matter, you know? Sometimes, life is so good and green that the cold shadows just add sweetness to the mix.

As I stood with the frost on my feet and the sun on my back, a peculiar thought came to me. In this morning’s light, I finally understood my job. 

I am a caretaker, not a master. 

For 17 years, I have nurtured this rectangle of soil, my growing bed, a place that was sown by different hands, a place planned by a different mind, a place that has never, ever been mine. 

I have pruned and staked. I have "saved" old peonies. I have fed and watered and separated phlox and forget-me-nots. I have tucked in yarrow. I have shoveled dirt and compost and peat moss. I have raked and tilled. I have added stones and rocks and removed stones and rocks. Last year, I dug in a terrace, a place for a stone bench. This year, I added a birdbath. I have worked and toiled and fretted and frowned, every spring for 17 years, and I have never been happy with the results. 

Until this morning.

All of my other gardens, you see, have been tamed to submission. The columbine, the black-eyed Susans, the hollyhocks, the poppies, the carnations, all of the lilies and tulips and daffodils have bowed to me. I am their master. They know better than to allow weeds to infiltrate their roots because I am right there, ready to dig and sweat. Those plants, those highbred beauties in the barn garden, in the front gardens, in my back door garden, in the gardens that skirt the house and the garage, they have all acquiesced. They grow in neat, beautiful thick clumps, in the places where I have ordered them to grow.

This garden, though, will not be tamed. It is a willful place, a wild place. I’ve tried digging the bachelor’s buttons into rows. They grow into circles. I’ve tried putting them in clumps; as soon as I turn my back, they become thick rows. 

Many springs, I have whispered to myself while on my knees in front of the plants in this old growing bed, "I don’t care! Who cares if you’re an awful, ugly jungle! It doesn’t matter!" I admit, that there have been days when I have thrown down my shovel and stalked away, vowing never to return to that tangled scrub of a thicket.

The next spring and the spring after that, I would be back on my knees, garden claw or spade in hand. 

This morning, I looked at this place with its burgeoning, enthusiastic, weed-hugging rhythm and I saw poetry.

"This is not rebellion," I thought. "This is spirit." 

This morning, I understood, at last, that I don’t have to conquer this garden, this place where roots and bulbs rave and rant into their blooms at their own rich pace, where green rages with life. 

I put down my shovel. I sat on the bench, and I watched the sun move across my garden.
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