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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.

For the first three days I watered with great enthusiasm. From the fourth day,
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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

and thresh grain, walking the road of grain stretch by stretch myself. For only one
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who has walked it can truly place the word cherish at the bottom of the bowl, and in
the heart.
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