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Diary of My First Mango

October 12, Saturday, sunny

Mom brought home two mangoes with her groceries today. They lay in a plastic bag,
one plump and one skinny, their skins green touched with yellow, patches of pale
green freckles on their bellies. Mom set them at the edge of the fruit plate and said

to wait two days, that a hard mango cannot be bitten and tastes bitter besides.

I circled the fruit plate and studied them. A mango is shaped like a big comma,
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round at one end, pointed at the other, bending at the waist, with fine lines on its
skin like the tendons on an old person’s hand. Grandma said this kind is called waist
mango, and behind her old house stood a mango tree whose fruit was smaller than these
two but more fragrant. I weighed the plump mango in my hand: much heavier than an
egg, a little lighter than an apple. It lay in my palm, its flat side pressed against
my palm lines, and I thought it looked like a little boat asleep.

In the afternoon I could not resist and squeezed one. The skin was smooth and
cool, and my finger sank in a little, not hard like an apple. I lifted the mango to
my nose, and a sweet rich scent came out of the stem end, like honey mixed with
flowers. I told Mom this one was surely ready. She said a mango is truly ripe only

when its stem end smells sweet, and told me to press both sides as well.

After dinner Dad decided to cut the mango. He stood it upright first, then ran
the knife down along the flat stone to take off the two big cheeks of flesh, leaving
the flat stone in the middle. Then he took one half and scored the flesh with the
knife tip in a grid of crosswise and lengthwise cuts, stopping at the skin so it
stayed whole. When he finished he pushed the skin outward, and the flesh flipped up
piece by piece, bright yellow, like a flower opening its petals, or like the spines

on a hedgehog’ s back. I clapped and called it the flower cut.

I held that half mango up and bit into the flipped flesh. It was soft, melting in
my mouth almost without chewing, sweet with a thread of sour. Only the fibers were
many; after eating, my whole mouth was full of strings, and strings hid between my
teeth, and my tongue spent a long while cleaning them out. Juice ran down my wrist,

and I licked my wrist, and it was still sweet.

Mom cut the other half into small cubes and served them in a glass bowl for us to
spear with toothpicks. My little brother grabbed for the first piece, missed, and the
flesh slid onto the table; he picked it up, blew on it, and ate it anyway, making the
whole family laugh. I speared mine slowly, turning each cube around to look at it
before sending it into my mouth. Juice pooled at the bottom of the bowl; Mom topped
it with a little cooled boiled water and handed it to me, saying mango juice is the
best drink. I tilted my head back and drank it all, and the ring of pale yellow left
at the bottom of the bowl looked like a small cloud stranded there.

I saved the skinny mango for tomorrow. In my diary I wrote: press a mango, and
only the soft one is sweet; a mango cut with the flower knife looks good and tastes
good. Then I thought a moment and added one more line: the meat on the stone is the

hardest to gnaw, but it is the sweetest, and Dad let me gnaw it.
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The Mango on the Windowsill

May 3, Sunday, cloudy then sunny

Today my aunt mailed a box of mangoes all the way from Hainan. The box was padded
with newspaper, and each mango wore its own sleeve of white foam netting. 1 unwrapped
one: green skin, hard as a stone. Over the phone Aunt said, do not hurry, leave them

in the room for a few days first.

I set the mango on the windowsill and watched it daily. For the first two days it
showed no change at all, still green. On the third day the green began to retreat
from the stem end, and yellow crept in from that side, slow as a drop of yellow dye

spreading in water. On the fourth day I reached out and touched it: the skin was
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still smooth, but my finger left a dent when I pressed, soft, springing back very
slowly. Brought close to the nose it gave off a rich sweet fragrance, far stronger
than an orange, something like flower nectar and something like an overripe banana. I

knew it was ready.

Before eating I did one more thing. I checked the unripe green mangoes still in
the box one by one, set the bruised ones aside to eat first, and laid the perfect
ones back on newspaper in the carton, which I moved to the top of the cupboard for
fear my sister would use them as a ball. Counting them: eight in all, and with this
one on the windowsill, exactly enough for the family for several days. I stuck a note
on the carton that read, mangoes, do not kick. I pasted it on upside down; my sister

could not read it and kicked the carton anyway, and Mom caught her.

At night I tried cutting the mango the way grown—ups do. I stood it on the
cutting board, but it could not keep its balance and rolled once; I held it down and
ran the knife in two fingers’ width from the stone, taking off two thick slabs of
flesh and leaving the meat—clad stone in the middle. Then I scored the flesh with the
knife tip, five cuts one way, five the other. My hand trembled and one cut broke
through the skin, showing a little red. Mom said a broken cut is still fine to eat,
only not pretty. I pushed the skin upward and the grid flipped into little cubes
shining yellow, though the broken corner had collapsed.

I bent my head and bit into the flipped flesh. The first bite burst with juice,
sweet enough to catch in the throat, as if sugar had been painted onto my tongue. The
flesh was fine—grained and needed almost no chewing, only fibers hung on the teeth
strand by strand. I could not bear to waste the layer of meat left on the stone, so 1
gnawed against it and ended up with juice all over my face, and my little sister
laughed at me for looking like a small spotted cat. We split the mango between us,
one each: she ate the cubes and I gnawed the stone, until our fingers were too sticky

to close and we washed them three times.

In my diary I drew a mango and wrote beside it: only after it has been touched,
smelled, cut, and bitten does it truly become sweet. Aunt said she will send more
next year, and I mean to keep one until it is the ripest and softest of all, and eat
it on that day.
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Three Days of Mango Diary

June 10, Tuesday, sunny

At the school gate after class an old grandpa was selling mangoes, two yuan each.
I picked one the way I had watched Mom shop: first the skin, yellow touched with red;
then a touch, the skin smooth, soft under my finger; last I smelled it close up, and
the stem end was fragrant. The grandpa laughed and said I knew how to choose. 1
walked home holding the mango, its scent following me the whole way, and by the time

I got home my schoolbag seemed to smell of mango too.
June 11, Wednesday, cloudy

Yesterday I could not bear to eat that mango the same day; I kept it on my desk
while I did homework all evening. Today it was softer, with a few hairline cracks in
the skin, like mouths opened in a smile. I gave it the flower cut with a small knife,

and this time my hand was steady: the grid came out neat, the skin unbroken. Pushing
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it up from below, all the flesh flipped out, golden cubes shoulder to shoulder. 1
took a photo and sent it to Mom. In the evening she cut the other half and made mango
sago with coconut milk. My first mouthful mixed the silkiness of coconut milk, the
bounce of the sago, and the sweetness of mango, better than eating the fruit alone. 1
licked the bowl bottom clean.

I stood beside Mom while she made the sago dessert. First she boiled the sago in
hot water until only a white pinhead remained at the center of each bead, then
drained them and rinsed them in cold water, and they turned clear at once, like
little pearls. She diced the mango flesh: half went into the pot with coconut milk
over low heat, half was kept for the top at the end. Only a little sugar went in,
since the mango itself was sweet enough. Sweet steam rose from the pot and fogged my
glasses, all white and blank, and I wiped my lenses and laughed. After plating, I
counted: the sago grains were beyond counting, but the mango cubes came to twenty—one

in one bowl.
June 12, Thursday, rain

Today Zhou Xiao in our class brought a box of dried mango, sent by her father
from Sichuan. The dried mango was dark yellow with blackened edges, sticky to the
touch, and when squeezed it was soft but tough, not denting like a fresh mango. Its
smell was sweetness in concentrate, as if a whole mango had been sun—dried and folded
into one slice. I bit off a small piece and chewed a long time; the sweetness came
out slowly, with a faint sour tail at the end. Zhou Xiao said the dried mango is
sweet, but she still prefers the fresh kind, for its juice. I thought of the juice
that had run down my wrist the day before, and nodded. It rained after school, and I
shielded my schoolbag and ran home. Inside were two mangoes Mom bought that day,
green touched with yellow, needing two more days. Once they soften, I thought, I will

make sago dessert for Mom one more time.
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