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The Transplanted Peppers Died, and I Planted Them Again

In the monthly exam of the second term of eighth grade, I failed math badly:
sixty—eight points. The day the paper came back, I stuffed it at the bottom of my
schoolbag and all the way home kept wondering how to bring it up to my mother. It
happened to be the May Day holiday, and I followed grandpa to the garden to

transplant pepper seedlings, my mind in a mess, my hands going through the motions.

Grandpa had lifted the seedlings the night before, soil clumps hugging their
roots, and let me plant. Hating to squat, I planted shallow and straight, tamping
nothing down, finishing thirty seedlings in the time of an incense stick, then nearly

falling over as my numb legs stood up. Grandpa crouched and inspected them one by
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one. He said nothing to me, only pulled up each seedling I had set, redug the holes,
settled the soil clumps firm, and watered them in with rooting water. He replanted
behind me while I watched ahead, and after a while I asked: will they all live? He
said: half of them are doubtful; roots not settled, the seedlings cannot recover on

their own.

He proved right. A week later, more than twenty of my thirty seedlings had
wilted, a field of them leaning every which way. I crouched at the edge, torn between
regret and grievance: I planted them with my own hands, why did they all die? Grandpa
handed me a small hoe: pull the dead ones, let the holes sun a while, and plant
another round. I looked up: is it still in time? He said: peppers have a long growing
season; replant now and you still pick in autumn. Only this round you manage yourself

from start to finish.

For half a month I ran to the plot every day. I planted the replacements the way
grandpa showed: holes deep, clumps settled, rooting water soaked through, and one
more look in the evening. One cold spring rain came like a late frost; at midnight I
remembered the film was not on and ran out to cover the seedlings with an old plastic
sheet alongside grandpa. Slowly, the new seedlings stood up one by one, tender green
young leaves emerging at their hearts. I counted: of the twenty—-eight replanted,

twenty—six lived.

Crouching beside the revived pepper patch that day, the sixty—eight—-point paper
at the bottom of my schoolbag suddenly came back to me. Dead peppers can be replanted
as long as the season has not passed; I am only in eighth grade, what season is one
monthly exam? What died were a few quadratic function problems, and the roots were
not settled: concepts not chewed through, practice floating on the surface. Grandpa
never scolds a dead seedling; he only asks whether the hole was dug deep enough and

the soil tamped firm enough.

Back home I pulled that sixty—eight-point paper out of the bottom of the bag,
spread it flat on the desk, and redid problem after problem, going back to the
textbook to gnaw at the concepts behind each error. I got eighty—four on the
midterms, not outstanding, but every point sat on firm ground. Now whenever I feel
like giving up on something, I think of those twenty—-six pepper plants in the garden.
Through a whole summer of fruit, they told me: dying is not what to fear; what to

fear is not daring to replant.
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That Loofah Trellis Taught Me Not to Dodge Hard Problems

That summer before ninth grade started, grandpa loofah trellis posed a problem in

the garden, and it untangled another problem inside my heart.

Around that time I was catching up on physics, electricity and mechanics tangled
together, and the more I studied the more frustrated I got. Whenever a hard problem
appeared I dodged it: two minutes without a clue, I flipped to the answer; if I could
not follow it, I skipped it, and the homework got finished one way or another. My
mother said I was studying in appearance only. I talked back that I did study, while
inside I knew the truth: I picked only problems I could do and walked around the hard

ones.
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In the garden stood a row of loofah trellises of bamboo, taller than a person.
One vine, for some reason, drooped downward halfway up the frame, about to sprawl and
grow along the ground. Feeling sorry for it, I found a cloth strip to pull the vine
straight and tie it to the frame. Grandpa caught my hand: do not tie it; it will find
its own way. I objected: it is drooping; without help it is ruined. Grandpa crouched
and pointed at the vine tip: look at its tendrils, which way they reach. I leaned in.
The fine tendrils really were feeling around in the air, circling, and wherever they
touched a bamboo pole they coiled on tight. The drooping section, by the next
morning, had bent a corner on its own; a tendril had reached a crossbar, and the

whole vine lifted its head again.

Grandpa said: if you climb for it, its own tendrils go useless, and one wind
brings it all down. A frame the vine found itself, circling and circling, no gale can
shake it off. I stood under the trellis a long while, my face burning. My physics
study was exactly someone climbing the trellis for the vine: flip the answer and the
hard problem was bypassed; my brain had never felt around, never coiled onto
anything. Whether the problem looked done was like whether the vine looked straight,
but whether the tendrils went useless only the wind can tell, and an exam is that

wind.

After school started I changed my method. For a hard physics problem I gave
myself fifteen minutes to feel around like a tendril: draw the force diagram, list
the knowns, go back to the textbook for the matching formula, keep circling until it
coils on. The first week was frighteningly slow, half an hour on one problem, but the
solidity after it coiled on was a different thing from copying answers altogether.
The first monthly test in physics I got forty—seven; the second, fifty—six; on the

entrance exam my physics ranked fifth in the class.

The weekend before graduation I went back to the countryside. Seven or eight old
loofahs hung on the trellis, kept by grandpa for seed, the vine still coiled around
the frame, its rings of tendrils gripping the bamboo tight. Grandpa picked one for my
mother to make soup. Sitting under the trellis watching those tendrils, it came to
me: in study there is no vine that takes a detour:; every hard problem is my bamboo
pole, and my brain must coil onto it ring by ring itself. The garden taught me this,

and it works better than any cram school.
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After an Autumn of Turning Compost I Learned What a

Foundation Means

In the autumn of my ninth grade year, I helped at grandpa home for a whole
autumn, mostly one task: composting, turning the pile, and applying it. The compost
heap was filthy and heavy; at first I pinched my nose through it, and by the end I
had tasted a truth out of it that cured the emptiness of my writing.

In early October, grandpa stacked the spent vines, rotten leaves, and straw from
the cleared garden against the wall, layer upon layer with water poured on, and told
me to turn the pile once a week. Turning was brutal work: drive the pitchfork in,
bring the bottom up on top, stench in your face, one turn and you are drenched in
sweat. I asked why not just bury the manure straight into the ground and plant,
saving trouble. Grandpa said raw manure burned the roots, and unrotted vines are dead
matter; their fertility stays locked in composting. What the soil eats is fully

rotted fertilizer, not a pile of things buried to look like it counts.

I turned that pile for over a month and watched it change: the straw went soft,
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the rotten leaves melted away, the color shifted from motley to dark brown. Grab a
handful, squeeze, release, and it crumbles into loose crumb; the stink was gone,
replaced by the smell of earth. Grandpa took a handful and scattered it into the
plot: this is ripe fertilizer; it feeds roots the moment it goes in. On the half-plot
dressed with it, the winter spinach grew thick—leaved and green enough to weigh heavy

on a scale.

Around that time my weekly journals kept drawing this comment from the language
teacher: empty content, stacked phrases, not one solid sentence. I resented it. I had
memorized fine phrases; how could I be empty? One day I squatted by the compost heap
eating my lunch box, watching that dark brown ripe fertilizer, and it struck me
awake: my fine phrases were raw manure. Plenty in memory, all floating on the
surface, never rotted into my own life; when I wrote, they burned my own roots and
only stank at people. Grandpa soil does not recognize raw fertilizer, and a grading

teacher does not recognize raw phrases.

After that I stopped rushing to pile up fine words. I adopted grandpa composting
method: stack the books I read, the doings of the village, the work in the garden,
layer by layer into my heart, then turn it all once a week in my journal, throwing
out the talk that had not rotted through, letting real events and true feeling
compost in. My journals grew from one page to two, then three, all my own doings. On
the finals I scored one hundred and two in language, and the teacher wrote four

characters: roots now, good.

On the last weekend before the entrance exam, grandpa applied the final round of
fertilizer in the plot, and I helped him turn it. His back was not what it had been,
so I took the pitchfork and turned while he steadied it. When we finished he took a
handful, sniffed, and nodded: fully rotted. Standing there, I felt the words were
also about me. One autumn of compost taught me that nothing in this world nourishes a
person straight from the heap; knowledge must be rotted through, experience must be
rotted through, and only then does a person have a foundation. That foundation I will

carry wherever 1 go.
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