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I stood before our family altar. It was
dawn. No one else in the apartment was
awake. I stared at my father’s photo-
graph—his thin face stern, lips latched
tight, his eyes peering permanently to the
right. I was nine years old and still
hoped that perhaps his eyes might
move. Might notice me.

The candles and the incense
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sticks, lit the day before to mark his death
anniversary, had burned out. The rice and
meat offered him were gone. After the
evening feast, past midnight, I'd been wak-
ened by my mother’s crying. My oldest sis-
ter had joined in. My own tears had then
come as well, but for a different reason.

[ turned from the altar, tiptoed to the
kitchen, and quietly drew a spoon from a
drawer. I filled my lunch thermos with
water and reached into our jar of dried
lima beans. Then I walked outside to the
street.

The sidewalk was completely empty. It
was Sunday, early in April. An icy wind
teetered trash cans and turned my cheeks
to marble. In Vietham we had no weather
like that. Here in Cleveland people call it
spring. I walked half a block, then crossed
the street and reached the vacant lot.
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I stood tall and scouted. No one was
sleeping on the old couch in the middle. I'd
never entered the lot before, or wanted to. I
did so now, picking my way between tires
and trash bags. I nearly stepped on two rats
gnawing and froze. Then I told myself that
I must show my bravery. I continued farther
and chose a spot far from the sidewalk and
hidden from view by a rusty refrigerator. I
had to keep my project safe.

I took out my spoon and began to dig.
The snow had melted, but the ground was
hard. After much work, I finished one
hole, then a second, then a third. I thought
about how my mother and sisters remem-
bered my father, how they knew his face
from every angle and held in their fingers
the feel of his hands. I had no such memo-
ries to cry over. I'd been born eight
months after he’d died. Worse, he had no
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Commion (sround
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A vacant lot, rat-infested and filled with garbage,
looked like no place for a garden. Especially to a
neighborhood of strangers where no one seems to
care. Until one day, a young girl clears a small
space and digs into the hard-packed soil to plant
her precious bean seeds. Suddenly, the soil holds
promise: To Curtis, who believes he can win back
Lateesha’s heart with a harvest of tomatoes; to
Virgil’s dad, who sees a fortune to be made from
growing lettuce; and even to Maricela, sixteen and
pregnant, wishing she were dead.

Thirteen very different voices—old, young,
Haitian, Hispanic, tough, haunted, and hopeful—
tell one amazing story about a garden that
transforms a neighborhood.

“The size of this slim volume belies
the pmfnund message of hope it contains.”
—The Christian Science Monitor
“An engaging, entertaining novel.”
—ALA Booklist (starred review)

Chosen as a citywide read in
communities across the country
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