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The Week the Flowerbed Was Thirsty

April went two whole weeks without rain. The flowerbed outside our classroom
window baked pale, its soil cracked into thin seams. The pansies inside hung their
heads down, leaf edges curling yellow. Students on cleaning duty would fetch water,

splash a little, and leave without a second glance.

One Wednesday noon, I squatted at the edge of the bed and looked. I dug my finger
into a crack; the soil underneath was dry too, hard as brick. I thought: if nobody
waters it now, the flowers will die. I raised my hand and told our teacher: Miss, let
me take care of the flowerbed. I will water it every day and pull the weeds too. She
said: all right, then it is yours. Just that one sentence, and suddenly I felt 1

owned property.
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That afternoon I started work. I could not use the fire hydrant, so I filled two
buckets at the first floor water room and carried them up, sloshing half of it away
on the way. You cannot pour water wildly. I learned to ladle it slowly along the
roots, and only after a whole bucket did the crust of soil darken with wetness.
Weeding was easiest on the first day. Once the soil softened, wild shepherd purse and

wire grass came out root and all, and I filled a whole garbage bag.

The hard days were the second and third. The roots of wire grass were white,
joint by joint boring down into the soil; pull the top and the bottom snapped off. 1
loosened the earth with a small trowel first, then pulled, and my fingernails packed
black with mud. The weeds right against the pansy roots could not be troweled, only
pried out bit by bit with fingers. While others went to the playground at noon, I
squatted in the flowerbed, sweat running down my neck. A classmate passed and said:
are you the flowers nanny? My hands did not stop. I said: they have been thirsty for

two weeks.

A week later the pansies lifted their heads again, new shoots pushed out where
yellowed leaves had been trimmed, and the purple and yellow flowers propped
themselves open one by one. A few days after that, our teacher said at the class
meeting: our flowerbed earned bonus points in the grade cleanliness rating this time,
because someone tended it every single day. She looked at me, the class burst into

applause, and my ears went hot for a second.

What the teacher did not know is that even I did not remember every day those two
weeks; my mother set the bucket by the door each morning to remind me. And on the
third day of weeding I did think about quitting. I squatted at the edge of the bed
sulking for a while, then saw a purple flower standing up straight toward me, and I

went back to pulling weeds.

After that, the flowerbed stayed mine to keep. I learned one thing: when a thing
falls apart untended, it is not because it deserved to, but because no one has
claimed it yet. When a flowerbed is thirsty, someone has to look after it, and that

someone can be me.
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The Person Squatting in the Flowerbed

Zhou Xiaozhou was the first to notice something wrong with the row of pansies.
They began drooping on Monday, and by Friday they lay wilted in a sheet. It was late
April, two weeks without rain, and the flowerbed soil had baked into a white crust
that rustled underfoot. Students on duty fetched buckets, splashed water twice, and
ran off. Zhou Xiaozhou had splashed too, and afterward his heart gave a small jolt,

feeling the water was like scratching an itch through a boot.

Starting the next Monday, the quiet small-framed Zhao Yifan took over the
flowerbed. Nobody noticed when he had raised his hand. Zhou Xiaozhou only noticed
that from that day on, while everyone headed to the playground at noon, Zhao Yifan
headed to the water room. Two buckets, sloshing all the way, bucket bottoms thudding
on the stairs. He watered slowly along the roots, then squatted to pull weeds,

squatting the entire noon.

At first Zhou Xiaozhou thought he was a fool. On the third noon, Zhou Xiaozhou
stood at the edge of the bed watching him weed. When wire grass roots snapped off in
the soil, Zhao Yifan pried the earth up shovel piece by shovel piece, his fingernail
crevices black with dirt. Zhou Xiaozhou said: you did not plant those flowers. Zhao

Yifan did not 1lift his head: our class did. Zhou Xiaozhou opened his mouth, found no
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reply, squatted down and pulled two weeds for him, just two, then stood up and ran.

Running toward the playground he felt a twist inside, as if he owed something.

In the second week of May the pansies stood up again, each one blooming glossy
purple-red. In the grade cleanliness rating our class earned bonus points for the
flowerbed, and the rolling red flag came back to the wall behind the classroom. At
the class meeting the teacher praised Zhao Yifan by name. When the applause burst
out, Zhou Xiaozhou saw the ears of Zhao Yifan go red, his hand rubbing twice against

his trouser seam, as if that mud-touched hand did not know where to rest.

After the meeting, on his way back to his seat, Zhou Xiaozhou passed the
flowerbed and paused. The soil was loose, the weeds nearly gone, the ground around
the roots clean. He remembered his own two splashy pours, and the two weeds he had
helped pull. The next noon he appeared at the door of the water room just as Zhao
Yifan came out with the buckets. Zhou Xiaozhou took one: let me carry it for you.
Zhao Yifan looked at him, smiled, and swapped the heavy bucket for the light one to

give him.

From then on the flowerbed had two keepers. At term end the teacher asked who
would claim the winter watering, and hands shot up across the room, and it was Zhou
Xiaozhou who raised his the highest. He later told his mother: I used to think class
affairs were the business of the class monitor. Then I understood that a flowerbed

does not know the monitor. It only knows the person who comes with a bucket.
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The Day the Rolling Red Flag Came Back

The day the rolling red flag went back up on the classroom wall, our teacher
announced at the class meeting that our bonus points in the grade rating came from
our flowerbed. The whole class applauded, dozens of eyes swinging to me at once. My
fingers picked back and forth on my desk, the black marks I had not scrubbed off
showing in my nail crevices. I said quietly: it was what I should do. So quiet that

the front row leaned in to hear.

But wind the calendar back one month, and this flowerbed nearly had no one left
to want it. From mid-April the rain stopped, and the soil baked into a white crust
with cracks wide enough to fit a little finger. The pansies hung their heads down one
by one, their leaves curled like scorched paper. Students on duty fetched water and
splashed twice; the water spun on the hard crust, refusing to sink. Everyone who

passed shook their head, yet no one said an extra word.

That noon I squatted at the edge of the bed and broke open a lump of dry earth;
the soil inside was white too. I do not know where the courage came from, but I ran
to the office, raised my hand, and told our teacher: let me take care of the
flowerbed, water it daily, pull the weeds too. She only said: all right, then it is
yours. Just that, and on the way home that day I walked with my back ramrod straight.

Claiming it was easy; keeping it alive was hard. From the water room on the first
floor to our classroom on the third, two buckets sloshing the whole way, bucket
bottoms thudding on the stairs. On the first day I learned to water slowly along the
roots; only after a full bucket did the soil crust darken with wetness. Weeding wore
a person down. Wire grass roots bored down joint by joint; pull the top and the

bottom stayed behind, so I had to loosen the soil with a trowel first. Where roots

www. vv99. net



touched the flowers I dared not use the trowel, only pry with my fingers. On the
third noon I squatted there unable to straighten my back, sweat running into my
collar, anger welling up: why me. Then I looked down, and a purple flower stood stiff
and straight right beside my hand, as if it had propped itself up just for me to see.
I swallowed the anger and kept pulling.

That month I went down to the playground only a few noons. My mother set the
bucket out by the door every morning and reminded me on the days I forgot. Little by
little, students on duty started filling my bucket on their way past; the big boy in
the back row walked around the seedlings when he passed the bed. No one had called

for it. The flowerbed simply grew clean on its own.

By late May the pansies bloomed glossy purple-red, and the teachers doing the
rating stood before the bed for a long while. Which brings us back to that opening
scene: the applause, and the words of our teacher, because someone tended it every
day. Only I know there was no grand talk behind that red flag, only noons: the thud
of carried buckets, the black mud in my nail crevices, the swallowed flare of temper,

and one purple flower propped up just for me.

After the meeting I squatted down by the flowerbed and said something only the
two of us could hear: next month watering is still mine, and you need not be thirsty

in winter either.
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