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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, [ 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

one. He said nothing to me, only pulled up each seedling I had set, redug the holes,
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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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