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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

gripped the handle with both hands, bent my knees, and moved forward one small step
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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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