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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, 1 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.

That afternoon I started work. I could not use the fire hydrant, so I filled two
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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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