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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.
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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
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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