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A Weekend Inside the Oranges

On the weekend we slept until we woke naturally. The fridge was empty, and my
daughter suggested going to the fruit shop. Putting on her shoes, she still stuffed a
notebook into her schoolbag, saying she would keep the accounts. I said fine, the

accounts today are yours.

The fruit shop had just received its delivery, crates of oranges stacked at the
door. My daughter stood on tiptoe to choose. She picked one up to look, brought it
under her nose to smell, then weighed it between her two hands. She chose slowly, and
the saleswoman did not hurry her. She held one up for me to see and said this one has
thin skin and smells sweet. I took it, and the clean fragrance of the peel filled my
nose; it really was strong. In the end she picked six, each one polished bright, laid

into the bag like a little formation.
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On the way home she hugged the bag and would not let go, afraid of bruising the
fruit. At the gate of our compound she suddenly stopped, fished one out of the bag,
and said she wanted to smell one right now. I said fine. Her fingernail pressed a
small ring into the peel, a fine mist of juice sprayed out, and she smelled with her
eyes closed, saying the whole weekend smells like this. An old lady walking her dog

laughed and said this girl knows how to live.

At home she climbed on a stool to reach the juicer, cut the oranges in half,
pressed them down one half at a time, juice running into the pitcher with foam
floating on top. She tasted a sip, frowned and said sour, added a spoon of honey,
tasted again, and nodded. The pitcher chilled in the fridge all afternoon, and at
dinner we poured it out, one cup each. She raised her cup and announced these were
oranges she picked herself. We clinked glasses, and the cups were full of the taste

of the sunlight of that afternoon.

At night she wrote the accounts, how much the six oranges cost, neatly, and drew
an orange as a decoration at the end. I glimpsed a small word beside the amount:
worth it. Same fruit shop, same oranges, but once a weekend has passed through her

hands, chosen, smelled, and juiced, it is no longer the same.
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The Little Apprentice at the Fruit Shop

I have run this fruit shop for six years, and weekend mornings are the busiest.
Most customers come with children, and a child standing in front of the crate can be
more serious than the grown—ups. A father and son came last Saturday, and I still

remember them.

The father asked how much the oranges were, and the son already had his hands in
the crate. He did not pick the biggest ones but the well-shaped ones, turning each
over to look at its navel before putting it down. I teased him, saying to weigh an
orange for its heft, the heavier the juicier. Hearing that, he compared one in each
hand, then handed the heavier one to his father, saying this one is yours. His father
took it and put it in the bag without saying much, as if long used to his son

deciding for him.

By the fifth orange, the child brought it under his nose and smelled with his
eyves shut. I told him you cannot smell quality. He opened his eyes and argued
seriously: yes you can, this one is fragrant, that one is not. He kept the fragrant
ones and returned the rest to the crate, turning them around on the way back so the
good ones kept their sun. His father laughed, and so did I. From then on he became a

regular, heading straight for the orange crate when he came.

At checkout we counted twelve oranges and a bag of tangerines. His father wanted
to carry them; his son would not allow it, switching the bags to his own hands,
saying the weekend mission was his to finish. His father let him. At the door the two
shared one tangerine, a few segments each, and dropped the peels into my trash bin

with better aim than anyone.

They came often after that. The child grew from unable to reach the crate, to
tiptoeing, to simply stretching out a hand, and his way of weighing oranges looked
more and more like an old customer. Once his mother came and said he had insisted on
juicing them himself last week, making a mess of the kitchen, but the juice really
was sweet and the whole family finished it. As I stacked oranges I thought: of all
the oranges this shop sells, his are picked the slowest, and picked the most

earnestly.

After winter came and the shop restocked oranges, he passed by after school and

insisted on coming in to pick two, saying he would take them to his mother who was on
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duty. I set aside a big one for him, but he refused, saying that picking oranges
cannot rely on someone giving way, you have to weigh them yourself. In the end he
chose four himself, every one heavy. When I gave change I slipped in an extra handful
of dried tangerine segments; he clutched it and left, turning back to wave at me.

With children like this around, running this shop is worth it.
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My First Juicing Mission

That Saturday morning my mother slapped ten yuan on the table and said the fruit
was mine to buy today, six oranges, the sweetest ones. I gripped the money and went

out feeling the mission was heavier than a final exam.

The oranges at the fruit shop were piled into a small hill. I remembered a trick
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of my grandpa: choose thin skin, choose a small navel, compare two for weight. I
followed the recipe exactly. I picked one up, pressed a small ring into the peel with
my nail, brought it close, and a bright fragrance drilled into my nose. That was it.
I smelled seven or eight in a row, and the saleswoman watched me laughing, saying I
smelled more carefully than she picked. I filled six oranges with two yuan fifty

left, and bought myself a popsicle on the way home as a reward.

At home I announced that I would wash, cut, and juice the oranges. My mother
handed me the knife. I cut them in half, juice running down my wrist as I worked. The
juicer buzzed, juice poured into the pitcher, white foam rising. I scooped a taste
and my whole face puckered from the sourness. I found the honey, added a spoon,
tasted again, perfect. My father came home from work, took a big swallow, and said

this juice had class. Outwardly I stayed calm; inside I was blooming.

In the afternoon I carried the pitcher to the balcony and saved a cup for
grandpa. He tasted it and asked if I had picked them by pinching the peel and
smelling. I said yes. He nodded and said his craft had been passed down, more

smoothly than family heirlooms travel.

Every weekend after that I went to pick oranges, from six to a whole bag. I have
long forgotten the amount of that ten—-yuan mission. What I cannot forget is the
fragrance the instant an orange peel was pinched open, and that pitcher of juice so
sour it made me squint, perfect only after the honey. Growing up, it turns out, is
going from ten yuan slapped on the table by your mother to gripping your own money

and going out to pick a bag of sweetness.

At our class meeting each student had to bring one kind of fruit. Others brought
apples or bananas; I hugged a bag of oranges to school and pinched the peel for my
classmates to smell on the spot. One classmate said supermarket oranges are the same.
I shook my head and said nobody smells the oranges for you at the supermarket:; only
the ones you smelled yourself count. Our teacher tasted a segment and asked how I
picked them. I recited the looking at the skin, the weighing in two hands, the
pinching of a ring and the smelling, more fluently than any textbook passage. That

bag of oranges was shared out completely that same day.
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