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The Road Inside the Fruit Dish

The bus turned into the mountain orchard at ten in the morning, and Zhou Yuchen
pressed her face to the window, stunned. Apple trees stood row after row in good
order, their branches bending down under the weight of fruit, patches of red, patches
of yellow. The head teacher said today’ s field trip task was picking apples, one full
basket each. The orchard owner, 0ld Sui, came out to meet them, his palm wide as a
palm—leaf fan. He demonstrated for the whole class first: one hand supports the
fruit, one hand pinches the stem, 1ift it up and give a twist. Picking fruit, he
said, is nothing like plucking a temper. If your hand is heavy, the fruit will not

cry at the time; three days later it will rot on its own and show you.

It was Zhou Yuchen’s first time learning that apples must be picked this way. She
supported a red apple, pinched the stem, used three—tenths of her strength, and the
fruit settled steadily into her palm, the stem left on the branch without a scratch.
She picked slower and slower, gentler and gentler, leveling the fruit in her basket
one by one. The boys in her group hurried and tossed apples into the basket. 0ld Sui

walked over, picked up one with a scuff mark, criticized no one, and simply said he
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would keep this one for himself and everything else would go to the city. After that
the boys all learned to handle them gently. At noon the picking ended. The class had
filled more than forty baskets, piled into a small mountain in the open ground of the

orchard.

Before the bus left in the afternoon, 0ld Sui was packing apples for the city in
the shed at the orchard gate. Inside each carton sat paper cradles, every apple lying
in its own compartment, and the box seams were taped three times. Sealing boxes, he
told the parents who were helping: this batch goes by courier, two days, it will not
get bruised. Zhou Yuchen helped him carry carton after carton onto the courier’ s
tricycle. The box corners bore a red stamp: freshly picked this week. She remembered
that among the apples in her own basket, a few would be packed into paper cradles

like this, and a small pride rose in her heart.

One week later in the evening, the courier station downstairs called. Her father
carried a carton up. He opened it, and apples lay in neat rows in their paper
cradles. Under them was a note 0ld Sui had asked someone to deliver: picked by those
field-trip children; we chose the best few and sent them to you. Her mother wiped the
apples clean and arranged them in the white porcelain fruit dish on the sideboard.
Zhou Yuchen looked at the dish, then dug out a clean gauze cloth from the drawer and
laid it under the dish. Her mother laughed at her fussiness. She said 0ld Sui taught
her that fruit needs padding. For days afterward, whenever she ate an apple she chose
the Fuji kind she had picked on the trip, and one bite gave a crisp sweetness with a
taste of mountain wind in it. She began to understand that between a tree and a fruit

dish stand so many hands. To waste the fruit is to betray those hands.
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