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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
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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
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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