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The Day My Hands Were Rubbed Red, I Learned to Cherish

In the first week of summer vacation, mother sent me to grandfather of the
village, saying let me experience labor. I agreed with my mouth, thinking in my
heart, how hard can labor be, it is just growing vegetables. I did not expect that on

the very first morning, labor would give me a lesson.

It was past six when grandfather called me up to water the vegetables. He handed
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me a little green watering can and told me to fetch water at the well. I ran off with
the empty can, light as a feather, even kicking a pebble on the way. When I lifted it
filled with water, the body of the can pulled straight down, as if a whole small
river had been poured into it. I gripped the handle with both hands, changed hands
every few steps, and half the water spilled out, watering the path outside the beds

instead.

Grandfather did not laugh at me. He only took the can back and handed me a small
hoe to loosen the soil. I copied him: raise the hoe, let it fall. The first stroke
was too violent; the hoe bit into the soil and numbed the gap of my thumb. On the
second stroke I tried to be clever, but the handle rubbed back and forth in my palm.
By the ninth and tenth strokes, I looked down and saw the webbed parts and palms of
both hands rubbed bright red, red as if painted with rouge, and even touching a

vegetable leaf stung.

I sat on the ridge and did not want to work anymore. Grandfather did not urge me;
he squatted by the bed, one stroke after another, slow and steady. I had seen his
palms, all hard callus, cracking in winter. He had grown vegetables a whole lifetime
to get hands like that. I suddenly felt ashamed, stood up, dusted off my pants, and
went on. When one hand hurt, I switched to the other, and finished watering all six

beds before noon.

At supper grandmother stir—-fried a plate of greens from the very bed I had
watered that morning. I took one chopstick and suddenly found it unusually sweet and
fragrant. In the city I never liked greens; I would pick at two bites and push the
plate away. That day I cleaned the whole plate almost by myself. Grandmother laughed
at my appetite, but I knew clearly it was not the appetite that changed: that plate
held my whole morning, my rubbed-red hands, and the half can of water I spilled and

then poured.

Before bed I put my hands under the lamp. The red marks had not faded, and my
palms were a little swollen. I stared at them for a long time and suddenly remembered
the line our teacher taught: every grain in the bowl comes from hard toil. Before, I
recited it to finish homework; that night it was truly recited into my heart. Every
grain of rice and every vegetable we eat stands before a pair of red-rubbed hands,

before a back that bends down and straightens up again.

In the days that followed at grandfather of home, I went to water the vegetables
every morning. The red marks on my hands faded and rose again, and at last became a
thin layer of callus. I no longer felt them as pain; I felt them as medals the garden
awarded me. Since then I have never left rice in my bowl, and if a grain falls on the
table I pick it up and eat it. Because I know now that the word cherish is not

shouted; it is understood by oneself after the hands are rubbed red.

www. vv99. net



—BRIRE R R

R A, AL LT TP, Widikdngse, RORIAE, 2ut s &, it 7K
il X VIS EIT o LB ES B, fhifr. MMM EE i, A, BRI .

EH BR800 . A5 3 FUKM, AR AT KB = RENIRE AR 75 2. 25—
i, BRI S SRS, KN, PRSI, SR A, IR AR, )R B R
H—TEEET . 2B =, FRILTREIHEEN, MWABRERE T 8. —Mikbess, BEAAERITGYUR T,
ACHRALIE BRI 57 K

FATALRE G, TR SO KB, & FE, #98, HmrE &
G HRMCRLI, S BRI T, W dCEE R O WLk, B TR H B ASE
21, Ao AR S AR AT AR IITAGEBL, YR B2, A A Bl

7 S (S S8 B2 Y iR R T T T s o NP T3 3 ey TP 29 22 A TR S A S S O SO
HRR FFU, T RTIE, tZ. ki, o1 RER, FOHME T PRERRI AR,
IRFHAFBIEAK . o 11— DFTIRBERIZAF T35, ERR A JURLAS R I H IR AW B . g
Ui, BAER I A =7k, AGRIEZLM K, ARSI T 07T sk A 1
B AR NIXRE 4K Ak, — 8k — sk ek g .

R ERAEHWCA B DIArs iR H 247, Rmmid; SREE, BTKR. Rk
ARGy, AN T UARRAE SO, ARKARNT LT TRELAMMT—Rwtk, SE K,
Femt AR I = A7, AEGEVE ZKORR HL BRI~ 58 11 1 JRE PR AR R o

JERF MBI O R RE, [ 7 RS, RE N T, L HEAR
BHHL—h . ReuRH S, XA dRE, RAIRIZ T, S ERIRES, ket T, w
A . FFWrEUa, KT, Rl 17—, s,

AR A N, fFakZef. RaMihha T, GG RO DRIRRNE 7. EA%KT, H
EooHEAERB R BEBURES, HEER R R, ek, RE. SRS, AHUERE
B, EHER R PR TS, BN RIX I E.

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,
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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
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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The Garden Opening Gift: I Was a Little Gardener for a
While

Half a month before school opened, grandfather of the garden kept aside one bed
for me: twelve cabbage seedlings, under my care. Grandfather said, this is your
homework, water them once a day, and there will be an inspection on the first day of

school. I thumped my chest and agreed, thinking, watering cannot be simple.

www. vv99. net



For the first three days I watered with great enthusiasm. From the fourth day,
trouble began. The water was in the well, the bed was down the slope, and one round
trip took over twenty minutes. The bucket grew heavier and heavier, my arms more and
more sore. On the morning of the seventh day, carrying water along the furrow, my
foot slipped, half the bucket dumped into the ditch, and I sat down hard in the mud,
trouser legs covered. I sat there almost crying, then remembered the chest I had

thumped, got up, and went on watering.

Watering has its rules too. Grandfather taught me: pour at the edge of the roots,
do not drench the leaves head-first; evening is better than noon, for noon water will
scald the seedlings. When I loosened soil with the hoe, the web of my thumb was
rubbed bright red, and my hands trembled even holding chopsticks at night. Mother
worried and told me to stop. I showed her my hands: red indeed, but the cabbage
seedlings already reached my knee. She said no more, only applying medicine to my

hands every evening.

The hardest part was persistence. One day it rained hard, and I thought no
watering was needed today. Grandfather said, go and take a look; in heavy rain,
standing water in the bed must be drained instead. I went in a raincoat, dug open the
outlet of the furrow, and the water rushed away; the cabbages shook their leaves in
the rain, as if thanking me. That day I was soaked, yet my heart was warm. So tending
a vegetable is like tending a friend: you cannot think of it only when the weather is

fine.

The day before school opened, grandfather came for the inspection. He squatted
before that bed of cabbages, looking at one plant after another, then nodded: leaves
green, stems thick, roots deep — grown by a good gardener. He cut the outermost
plant himself and handed it to grandmother: stir—fry it tonight, a special dish for
our little gardener. When the plate came to the table, I made a point of sitting

right in front of it, eating plant by plant slowly, unwilling to swallow in a hurry.

While we ate, grandfather said slowly: you managed only twelve plants for half a
month, and your hands are rubbed like this. Farmers manage tens of acres for a whole
year. How many pairs of hands, how much sun, how much sweat a grain of rice passes
through from seedling to rice bowl — you have now seen the beginning of that road. I
lowered my head and ate, leaving not a single grain. Grain comes hard: this time
those six characters were not written in a composition but planted in that bed of

cabbages, grown on the rubbed-red web of my thumb.

On the first day of school, my schoolbag held two heads of greens picked by
grandfather, to bring to the canteen cooks for the evening dish. I also pinky—pinked
with grandfather: when I come back for winter vacation, that bed is still mine. 1

have decided that next time I will not only grow well but learn to transplant rice
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and thresh grain, walking the road of grain stretch by stretch myself. For only one
who has walked it can truly place the word cherish at the bottom of the bowl, and in
the heart.
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