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The Morning I Went Up the Mountain with Father

At half past four in the morning, the flashlight in Father’s hand drew a white
line through the orchard. I followed behind him, yawning, my shoes soaked by dew. The
apple orchard sits on the mountain, and picking before dawn is the old rule of this
farm: it is cooler, and the fruit is firmer. Father taught me to pick by twisting:
support the fruit with your hand, lift it up, give it a twist, leave the stem on the
branch, and never dig your nails into the skin. He placed each apple into a paper
basket lined with old newspaper. That white frost on the skin protects the fruit, he
said; scrub it off and the apple will not keep.

At first I rushed and knocked down several carelessly. Father picked up one with
my nail mark on it and showed me: the mark will turn brown by the next day, and by
the time the basket reaches the city, the whole basket will rot along with it. After
that I copied his way, lifting and twisting gently, setting each fruit into the
basket like an egg. When the sun rose, we had filled six full baskets. My arms ached

too much to lift, and two red strap marks were pressed into my palms from the basket
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handles. I sat on the field ridge drinking water, looking at those baskets, and for

the first time felt how long the road is from a branch to my schoolbag.

At nine in the morning, the fruit buyer’s small truck came up the mountain. While
loading, Father and the driver stood every basket upright and wedged them tight so
they would not shake on the road. I climbed into the cab, saying I would deliver the
apples to the city. The truck bounced along the mountain road, and at every pothole I
turned to check the cargo bed. Father said do not worry, they are padded. Down the
mountain and onto the highway, wind poured through the window, and the faint smell of
apples drifted in from the cargo bed all the way. At noon the truck stopped at a
wholesale market outside the city. Workers unloaded the baskets, weighed them, and
Father wrote down every entry in his ledger. A few baskets of fine fruit went to a

supermarket; the rest went into fruit shops.

That evening at home, Mother washed two apples from the small box the buyer left
for our family and set them in the blue—and-white fruit dish in the living room. I
picked up the one I had picked myself, the one with my small nail mark that Father
had saved into our own box, and bit into it. Crisp, sweet, with a coolness of morning
dew. Mother said she would pack one for my school bag tomorrow. I looked at the
apples in the dish, red and yellow, resting quietly. They had passed through Father’ s
hands, paper baskets, the mountain road, the cargo bed, the scale, and finally our
table. From now on, every time I pick up an apple, I will first think of that
flashlight beam at half past four in the morning. Food should not be thrown away
carelessly, because standing along the road of every single fruit are people who wake

before dawn.
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