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The Tangerines of Winter

The first tangerines of winter arrive at the market, and I buy ten jin. The
seller asks if that is enough for the season. I say yes, a family around the stove,
eating them through winter one talk at a time. The words come out of me without
thinking, and I pause afterward, surprised to find that eating tangerines has never

been a one—person business for me.

Winter in childhood began with peeling a tangerine. My mother kept them warm
inside the sleeve of her padded coat, and when I came home from school she took one
out, still holding the heat of her body. I peeled mine, my nail digging into the
stem, opening the skin in one unbroken spiral, a mist from the peel puffing out like
white steam and setting me to sneezing. My mother said slow down, do not throw the
peels away, dry them for New Year water. I broke the peels into flower shapes and
lined them on the windowsill to sun, a row of scenery more beautiful than the fruit
itself.
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The white threads on a tangerine belonged to my grandmother. She ate them very
slowly, tearing off every pale thread before eating, saying the threads caused heat
in the body. I found it a fuss. She only smiled, piled the torn threads on a small
dish, and said the medicine shop even sold them. I did not understand then. Grown up,
I know now that a person willing to spend such care on one segment of tangerine is

taking life seriously.

Around the stove was the proper show of a winter night. My father lit a small
coal stove and set the kettle on it, tangerines roasting on the rim. Roasted peel
smells sweet, and the whole house filled with it. We ate one segment at a time,
passing them around, and the talk passed the same way. Father told stories of his
youth, mother interrupted to correct him, I was in charge of feeding coal. The stove
light shone on three faces, the tangerines were not sour, and winter did not feel

long.

Now I have a stove of my own in the city, electric and clean, sadly without the
smell of coal smoke. My daughter peels tangerines the way I did, breaking the peels
into flower shapes and laying them out, except she does not dry them; she says she
will use them for crafts. She does not eat the white threads, so I learn the patience
of my grandmother and tear them off for her, one by one, and halfway through I laugh

at myself. The one who once found it a fuss now does the fussing gladly.

The other day I went home. My mother, past eighty, was still warming a tangerine
for me inside her coat sleeve. I peeled it; the mist was the same mist, the sneeze it
brought was the same sneeze. The tangerine has rolled from my childhood to white
hair, all the way a hand peeling, a hand tearing threads, a hand passing to a mouth.
Winter can be as cold as it likes; as long as the stove is still warm and the

tangerines still pass one segment at a time, this home is still that home.
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