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I Taught My Students to Peel Tangerines

I teach Chinese in an elementary school, and every winter I get a new class of
children. Last year on the winter solstice I carried a bag of tangerines into the
classroom for the class meeting and said no lesson today, we share tangerines. The
children cheered. I thought it would be simple. I did not expect a tangerine to teach

a lesson about hands.

When the tangerines went around, most children bit straight in, peel and flesh
together. I called stop and said a tangerine must be peeled first. The few who knew
how demonstrated: nail into the stem, one turn around, the skin lifting like a lid.
The ones who could not peel grew frantic, digging until their nail beds were full of
juice. Those who could leaned over to guide the others hand over hand, and the
classroom filled with the clean bitterness of peel. I stood at the podium useless,
and felt a flash of shame: I had long forgotten how these hands learned their work,

while the children were passing it to one another right now.
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After peeling came more questions. Half the children picked off the white
threads, calling them bitter; the other half chewed them on. I did not lecture. 1
borrowed the heater from the back of the classroom and set tangerines by it to roast.
After roasting the threads stopped being bitter and the fruit turned sweeter. A girl
asked why. I said perhaps the heat files down the temper. She thought a moment and
said, just like people. The class laughed, and so did I. That was the best sentence
made that day.

The stove—side tangerine lesson later became famous. Other classes asked, and I
followed the same recipe: peel your own, tear the threads clean, pass one segment at
a time. Boys from the upper grades first called it childish, then peeled faster than
anyone, and after finishing went on to tear the threads for the next person, saying
it was for nothing, they just hated seeing mess. I wrote it in my observation journal
and did not tell the parents. Some changes grow light if spoken of; let them keep

growing on the tangerine, one segment at a time.

At the end-of-term dismissal the mother of one student pressed a bag of
tangerines into my hands, saying her child told her at home not to throw the peels,
because the teacher dried peels and steeped them for drinking. I thanked her, took
them home, and laid them on the windowsill. I never steeped them. The peels dried

slowly, edges curling, color deepening, like a page turned into a bookmark.

This winter solstice I carried another bag into the classroom. Nails into stems,
one turn around, peel mist spraying, the front row sneezed, the whole class laughed.
I stood at the podium waiting for the laughter to pass, feeling settled: textbooks
get turned past, but the order of the hands does not. A bag of tangerines teaches few
great truths, but peeling, tearing the threads, letting one segment go to someone
else first, these will stay in their hands for many years, like the smell of peel:

one sting, and the memory lasts all winter.
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