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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.
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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
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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