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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
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
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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, 1
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.
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