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A Labor Lesson Started by a Bowl of Leftover Rice

At noon that day I left half a bowl of rice in my bowl. Mother told me to finish
it, but I found the rice too hard, and while she turned away I poured it into the
swill bucket. Grandfather saw all of it. I expected him to scold me. He did not. He

only set down his chopsticks and said, come, go with me to the garden.

The garden in July was like a steamer. Grandfather handed me a bucket and told me
to draw water from the well and water the three beds of greens just transplanted.
With the first bucket I staggered into the garden, sloshing away nearly half,
watering the feet of the seedlings. With the second, my arms began to ache, and the

bail of the bucket carved a white line across my shoulder. With the third I almost

www. vv99. net



dragged it along, my legs filled with lead. After three buckets I collapsed under the

pumpkin trellis, soaked through, as if just pulled out of a river.

Then grandfather set me to pulling weeds. The weeds in the cabbage beds looked
like twins of the seedlings. I squatted, pulled a handful, squatted again, pulled
again. The sun climbed overhead; the burrs of grass scratched my hands, and the hoe
handle rubbed the web of my thumb. At quitting time the web of my right hand was
rubbed bright red, with a shiny blister swelling in the middle. Grandfather pricked

the blister with a needle, applied medicine, and said nothing.

At night he served out a bowl of rice — no, a bowl freshly steamed — and set it
before me. The grains were white and plump, breathing steam. Grandfather said, you
have been hungry all day, eat. I lifted the bowl, and at the first mouthful I froze:
the plain white rice of ordinary days tasted that day as sweet as glutinous rice.
Bite by bite I cleaned the whole bowl, chasing the last few grains at the bottom into
my mouth with my chopsticks. As I ate, I thought of the three buckets at the well,
the red blister, the cracked hands of grandfather. So every mouthful of rice we throw
away was bought by someone with bucket after bucket of water, stroke after stroke of
the hoe.

That night I wrote in my diary: before, reciting the poem about hoeing at noon
felt only smooth on the tongue; today reciting it tightened my throat. Grain comes
hard, six characters that used to belong to compositions, today grown onto my own
hands. The rubbed-red spot aches at a touch, and each ache reminds me of those three

buckets, and of my half bowl of white plump rice in the swill bucket.

Since then I have never poured out a single mouthful of rice. At the school
canteen, when a classmate threw away a steamed bun with one bite taken, my heart
pricked as if by a needle. I mustered courage and said to him, this is still edible,
let me finish it for you. He stared at me, my face went red too, but I did not feel
ashamed. When grandfather heard about it, he smiled and said only one line: the

garden trip was not wasted.

Now whenever someone asks me what cherishing means, I hold out my right hand and
show them the faint mark on the web of my thumb. It no longer hurts, but it keeps
reminding me: a bowl of rice is light, yet growing it, watering it, and harvesting it
is heavy. To cherish grain needs no grand reasoning; begin by finishing the last

mouthful in your bowl, begin with this mouthful today.
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