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For the Contest Essay I Wrote About the Garden

Last year our school held an essay contest, with the title my home. The homeroom
teacher said the first prize would go on to represent the school in the district
round. The whole class geared up, and I signed up too, but I sat at my desk thinking

all evening and felt emptier and emptier.

I tried inventing first. A story of my mother carrying me to the hospital at
midnight was too worn out; writing about my grandpa knitting me a sweater had no
basis, since my grandpa never knits. A few lines in, I read it myself: dry as dust,
like a plastic flower, bright in color but with no scent. That night I crumpled the
paper and sulked face—down on the desk. My family is ordinary, a farmhouse, a grandpa

who farms, nothing moving enough to write.

The next day was a holiday, and back in the countryside I woke early before the
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fog lifted, and followed grandpa to the garden. The old well rim wore a thin sheet of
ice. He drew water, and the wooden bucket knocked against the well edge with a boom
that rang extra loud through the fog. He watered the greens; the dipper tilted, and
the stream of water broke into a fine mist in the fog before settling, making the
leaves sway gently. His straw hat rested on the well rim, its brim dripping. He
crouched pulling weeds, bits of grass stuck to the old padded jacket on his back,
saying nothing. I stood in the fog watching, and it struck me: is not this garden my
home? Moving stories need no invention. They happen in the garden every morning; I

had simply never treated them as anything.

Back home I spread out manuscript paper and wrote that morning from the
beginning: the old well, the wooden bucket, the thin ice on the rim, the water line
in the fog, the beads on the straw hat, the grass bits on grandpa back. I wrote how
he straightened up and shouted for me to help carry water, how I walked unsteadily
with the bucket, and how he laughed that my shoulders were too thin. When I finished

I counted: over two pages, and not one invented spot in them.

The essay went in, and the results came more than a week later. I won second
prize and did not advance to the district round. Standing before the notice board I
felt a little down and a little unconvinced. The language teacher called me aside and
passed on the judges note: this piece takes no shortcuts; the details are real, and
the reader can walk into that foggy morning. She said second prize is not the end but

proof that you finally know where to look.

I pasted the certificate above my desk. Every time I see it, what comes back is
not the moment of receiving it but the garden in the fog and that single boom against
the well rim. I used to think a good essay meant inventing earth—shaking events out
of imagination. Now I know that writing what is real carries the most force. Grandpa
garden never tells a story; it simply lays the old well, the morning fog, the straw
hat, and a pair of muddy hands in front of me. The rest is mine to see, to record,

and to write.
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