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After the Bowl Hit Bottom

November 21st, Saturday. At half past six in the evening the glass bowl hit
bottom, and the last spoonful of banana was snatched by Dad, who smacked his lips and
said not enough. 1 sat at the table going over the whole afternoon, and decided to

write it down.

At three in the afternoon Mom emptied a bag of fruit onto the table and announced
fruit salad for today: she would do the cutting, I would do everything else. It was
the first time I really watched her hands on an apple. The knife walked along the
core, one cut on each side, leaving the core neat in the middle. Peeling, the knife
tip hooked the skin and turned, and the peel came off as one whole spiral ribbon,
curling onto the board like a wound—up ribbon. I could not help with the knife, so I
held the bowl that caught the peels. She let me try one pear. My pear came out pitted
and patchy, the flesh deep here and shallow there. She cut that ugly pear into

chunks, dropped them into her own bowl, and said ugly fruit tastes fine, finishing it
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first.

From three thirty to five was cutting time, and the dining table became a
workbench. The board sat in the middle, three white bowls in a row, the trash bag
hung on the table corner. Before cutting oranges Mom rolled them soft on the
tabletop, saying that keeps the juice from bursting; on big fruits she pressed the
spine of the knife with her wrist, on small ones she rested only her fingertips on
the blade. I handed fruit over and counted pieces. Her rule for apple chunks was one
bite each, and oversized pieces got another slice from the spine of her knife. Midway
she took a phone call, and came back to find me scooping the soaked apples out to
drain. She asked why. I said a book told me salt water left too long makes fruit
soggy. She nodded, did not praise me, and placed that whole bowl of apples on the
layer I had stacked.

The cut fruit sat in separate bowls: apple chunks in light salt water, oranges in
thin slices, bananas cut on the bias into horse teeth. Plating was mine, and Mom
stepped back to dry her hands. I pushed the bowl to the center of the table and
stacked the fruit by color, light to dark, the tall pieces in the middle, her only
reminder. When it came to the dressing I held my breath, afraid of squeezing too
much, so she took the bottle, gave her wrist one turn, and it spread evenly. That too
takes practice, she said. When the plating was done she thought a moment, then

straightened two tilted tomato halves.

Tasting was a family event, and every person handed me the first spoon. Dad gave
his review: the knife work is weak, the plating has ideas. I had been watching all
afternoon: how she picks up a fruit, squeezes it, then sniffs; how her wrist stays
still while her forearm drives the knife; how she tastes the dressing by dabbing just
a little onto the tip of her tongue. So this is how the hands of my mother were
trained, day by day, through hundreds of apples. I looked down at my own hands; my
fingertips still felt sticky with pear juice. Mom said we would make it again

tomorrow, and tomorrow I would be in charge.
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