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The Tomato Pot on My Windowsill

One weekend in March, I planted three tomato seeds in a pot on my windowsill. Our
science teacher said that keeping a pot of plants is like hiring a teacher named Four

Seasons. I did not take it seriously then: what could a single seed teach me?

The seeds sprouted quickly, and in two weeks true leaves covered in fine fuzz
appeared. I was thrilled, watered every day, and almost wanted to pull the stem
upward for it. But trouble came in May: the leaves grew wildly, dense and green, yet
not one flower bud formed. I asked the teacher, who took a look and said I was giving

too much water and fertilizer, so the plant only remembered to grow leaves and forgot
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to flower. Plants never lie; they grow the way you treat them.

I cut back the water as advised and trimmed away the densest branches. My hands
shook while cutting, afraid of ruining it. Yet less than a week later, a string of
little yellow buds pushed out along the stem, like someone lighting five small lamps
among the green leaves. I squatted in front of the windowsill for a long time,
feeling ashamed and delighted at once: so love is not giving desperately; it is

giving what is truly needed.

It flowered in June, but two weeks later the flowers withered one by one and not
a single fruit set. I looked it up in a book and learned that indoors there was no
wind and no insects, so the flowers could not be pollinated. I found cotton swabs and
gently brushed the center of every flower each evening. My hands were clumsy: the
first day I managed only three flowers, the second day seven. From the third day on,

under each brushed flower swelled a tiny fruit the size of a mung bean.

Waiting for the fruit was the hardest part. The green fruits hung on the branch,
showing no visible change in a week. I resisted the urge to pick them and simply kept
watering. As summer ended, the tomatoes reddened one after another, a ring of red
spreading from the shoulder down, as if 1it from above. I cut the first ripe tomato
into four pieces, one for each of us. It was a little sour, but I filed it away as
the best thing I ate that year.

This one pot of tomato finished a year of lessons for me: in spring it taught me
to begin, in summer to stop over—giving, when the flowers fell it taught me to hunt
for a method at a dead end instead of raging or quitting, and in autumn it taught me
that waiting has its own speed. I thought of how I studied math: whenever I panicked
I pulled all-nighters and did problem sets blindly, like flooding the pot with water,

leaves flourishing, fruitless.

Later I changed my method. Like hand-pollinating, I went through the problems I
could not do one flower at a time: understand only two problems a day, and tick the
notebook when I did. Half a term later the ticks passed sixty, and my math quiz went
above ninety for the first time. Schoolwork and fruit are alike: they never betray
hands that tend them flower by flower.

The empty pot still sits on my windowsill. I plan to plant another one next
spring and rebuild my study plan at the same time: less panicked giving, more methods
aimed at the real problem. The seasons will complete another circle, and 1 already

know how to accompany a seed, and myself, slowly into fruit.
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