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The Bucket Grew Lighter on the Way Home

On Saturday morning my grandfather shouldered his hoe and headed for the garden,
and I followed with a small water ladle in my arms. The garden lies behind our house,
and there is an old well at the edge of the field. Grandfather said the vegetable
seedlings had not had rain for many days and needed water. I asked how to water them.

He said, first carry the water.

The bucket was a new tin bucket with one handle across the top. I hooked both
hands over the handle, bent down, and pulled up. Oh, so heavy. Water sloshed out and
soaked my shoes. I managed two steps and had to set it down. The water rocked at the
rim, ready to jump out. Grandfather did not help me. He stood by leaning on his hoe

and said, pour out half the water, walk slowly, and keep your eyes on the bucket.

I did as he said, poured out half, and lifted again. This time it was lighter. I
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gripped the handle with both hands, bent my knees, and moved forward one small step
at a time. The water in the bucket rocked forward, then back, so I walked with its
rocking. When it rocked forward, I hurried half a step; when it rocked back, 1
checked my feet. By the time I reached the garden, more than half the bucket was
left, and I was covered in sweat. Grandfather raised his thumb to me: now you can

carry water, well done.

Watering the seedlings is finer work than carrying. Grandfather crouched to show
me: keep the bucket low, pour slowly along the soil beside the roots, do not dash the
leaves, and do not flood the root hollow. I did the same, crouching beside the fifth
row, tilting the rim of the bucket toward the earth. When the water touched the dry
soil it made a hushing sound, and the ground darkened from pale to deep, spreading

ring by ring, like a dark flower opening on the ground.

By the fifth row my legs went numb and I sat down on the field ridge. Grandfather
handed me a small stool, and I went on watering while seated. When I finished and
looked back, the seedlings seemed straighter than before, and their leaves greener.
Grandfather squinted at them for a while and said: when seedlings drink their fill,

they straighten up to show you.

At noon Grandmother called us home for lunch. My arms ached, my shoes were full
of muddy footprints, yet my heart was very glad. At the table Grandmother said I ate

half a bowl more than usual. Grandfather said, that is the work talking.

At night I wrote in my diary: carrying water is tiring, but on the way home the
bucket seemed to grow lighter. Later I understood. It was not the bucket growing
lighter, it was me growing stronger. Labor is like this: while you do it you think

you cannot stand it, and when it is done you want to do it once more.
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Grandfather Said, Hold the Bucket With Both Hands

On Sunday the sun was bright. My grandfather squatted at the gate of the garden
looking at the ground. I ran over and asked what he was looking at. He dug his
fingers into the soil and showed me: the earth has turned pale and cracked in little
lines, and the seedlings are thirsty. He stood up and said, today you carry the water
for me, and I will water. I said all right, though in my heart I was thinking, how

hard can carrying water be.

By the well stood the old wooden bucket of my grandfather, banded with iron. I
hooked the handle with my right hand alone and lifted. It came up, but the bucket
kept dragging to one side. As I walked, the bucket swayed and my body swayed with it.
After not quite five steps, splash, half the water spilled, and my trouser legs got

wet. I stood there with my face burning.

My grandfather did not laugh at me. He walked over, refilled the bucket, and
said, come, switch to two hands. He straightened the handle, had my left hand grip
one side and my right hand grip the other, and lift it level with both hands. He
said, do not look at your feet, look at the road ahead, take small steps, and the
bucket will behave.

I walked holding it with both hands, still swaying at first. My grandfather
steadied the handle once with his hand, then let go at once. He said, I will not hold
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it for you, find the steady rhythm yourself. After three steps I suddenly hit on the
trick: moving a little faster is steadier, and slowing down makes it sway. So I
nearly jogged the water to the edge of the garden, with most of it still in the
bucket.

My grandfather praised me: for a first time with two hands, delivering it whole,
that is fine work. While he spoke he set down his hoe, and we watered the seedlings
together. He held the bucket, I held the ladle. He crouched and tilted the bucket
toward the soil beside the roots, and I scooped the water out spoon by spoon and
poured it along the earth. When the water went down, little bubbles rose on the soil

and popped away in two breaths.

Halfway through, I asked my grandfather how much the seedlings should drink. He
said, water until the water stops sinking and begins to lie on the soil, and that is

enough. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand and kept watering.

When the last row was done, my grandfather took the ladle from me and said that
today I did the most work. He ruffled my hair and said, come home, I will boil you an
egg. On the way home my hands were empty, yet my arms still ached and swung with

every step.

That day I learned one thing: carrying water looks simple but has its craft, and
labor looks tiring but has its flavor. That flavor is in the praise my grandfather
gave me, and in the look of seedlings drinking their fill with shining leaves. I love

helping my grandfather water the vegetables, and next Sunday I will go again.
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The Thirsty Seedlings Got Their First Drink

It had not rained where we live for more than ten days. The fields had dried to a
pale white, and one stroke of the hoe sent clods crashing apart. My grandfather went
to the garden every day and came back shaking his head: the seedlings will not hold

out many more days.

Early on Saturday morning my grandfather set two buckets by the well, a large one
for himself and a small one for me. The small one was plastic, and he let it hold
only half a bucket, saying you just need to carry it steady. I lifted it to try, it
rocked twice, nothing spilled, and I straightened my chest and walked on. My
grandfather came slowly behind me, and he said, do not run, when you run the water

spills before you do.

It was about a hundred steps from the well to the garden. Halfway there my arms
grew heavy, and I switched hands once. At the edge of the field, the handle had
pressed two red lines into my palms. My grandfather saw it, took my hand to look, and
asked, does it hurt. I said no. He said nothing, but poured one ladle from his big

bucket beside my small one, so that I could water with this one first.

The seedlings stood row by row, their leaves curled, their edges yellow, lying
flat and spiritless on the ground. I crouched the way my grandfather did, set the
bucket low, and poured the water along the soil. At the first drink the dry earth
made a gulping sound, like drawing in a breath. The water spread, the edges of the

seedling leaves caught wetness, and gleamed once.

He watered with the big bucket, I with the small, and we worked from the east end

to the west. Halfway through I noticed a strange thing: in the rows we had just
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watered, the leaves seemed to lift a little. I asked my grandfather if my eyes were
wrong. He picked one curled leaf and spread it in his palm. Look, he said, the curled
edge has loosened. I picked one too and spread it out. Truly, the curled edge was

easing open, like a fist slowly unclenching.

When the last row was done, both buckets were empty. My grandfather stacked them,
looked at the sky, and said, if a rain comes tonight, these seedlings will pull
through. I asked how long our water would last. He said, three or five days, and the

rest is up to the sky.

On the way home it hurt to lift my arms, yet I kept turning to look back at the
garden. The seedlings stood row by row, much more alive than in the morning. My
grandfather said beside me: everything you carried today, they drank. After that

sentence my arms seemed to hurt less.

That day I came to know that the joy of labor is not the joy of play. It comes
with tiredness and marks on the hands, but it makes you care about something. Now
after school I stop at the garden every day to watch those seedlings grow taller day

by day. They drank water I carried, and I feel that a part of me is in them too.
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