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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
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itself.

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 1it 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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A Segment of Tangerine by the Stove

0ld Zhou at the east end of the lane 1it his stove every winter without fail. The
moment the kettle sat on it, every child in the lane could smell it, and after school
they dropped their schoolbags and gathered at his door. Not for anything else, but

for the tangerines roasting on the rim of his stove.

0ld Zhou had rules for sharing tangerines: one segment each, and you peel your
own. The children took a tangerine and learned to peel like him, nail circling from
the stem, the peel mist puffing out. One girl sneezed and the whole room laughed. 01ld
Zhou did not laugh. He said do not throw the peels, and taught the children to break
them into four petals and spread them on the windowsill to dry, saying dried peel
steeped in water helps digestion. The children obeyed and lined them up to dry, as if
fitting the winter with a golden border.

He was particular about the white threads too. Others found them a nuisance; he
made the children tear them off and save them, saying these are the tangerine
threads, dried they are medicine. One boy got lazy and popped a thread—-covered
segment straight into his mouth. 0ld Zhou did not scold him; he let him taste the
thread, which was bitter. The boy smacked his lips and came back obediently to tear
them off properly. The first craft the children learned by his stove was to eat a

segment of tangerine clean.

The nights by the stove were long. 0ld Zhou was not talkative; he listened while
the children told school stories and put in a word now and then. One winter a boy

whose parents worked in another city came every day. 0ld Zhou asked nothing, shared
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the tangerines as always, and lit the stove as always. Years later the grown man came
to thank him, and Old Zhou only said that year he had been lonely peeling tangerines
alone, and more people made it lively. The words spread through the lane, the grown-—

ups each remembered, and the next winter there were more children by the stove.

The year I moved away from the lane was also a winter, and the stove still had a
kettle on it. 0ld Zhou pressed a bag of tangerines into my hands and said peel them
on the road and keep the peels tidy, do not litter the bus. Long after the bus pulled
out, I peeled one, the mist sprayed up, and my eyes went wet from the sting. The
stove fire of the lane, the peels drying on sills, the threads torn neat and saved,

all came back to me riding on that sneeze.

The year before last I went back. 0ld Zhou had switched to an electric heater,
and the taste of roasted peel was thinner, but the rules had not changed: one segment
each, peel your own, tear the threads clean. His grandson gathered the threads into a
small cloth bag for him, saying he would mail them to his sister at university.
Standing by the stove I suddenly understood what had kept this lane warm all these
years. It was not the stove. It was the rules passed along one segment at a time, and

the hearts inside those rules that no one ever said out loud.
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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.

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

www. vv99. net



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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