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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.

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
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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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