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The Ruined Apple in Labor Class

When the labor class bell rang, the teacher carried a basket of apples onto the
platform, one for each student, then took twelve peelers out of the tool cabinet, one
apiece. They were tin—bladed, their handles polished bright by years of use. The
teacher said today we learn to peel apples, and we compare whose peel is longest and

unbroken.

I got a green apple and an old peeler. I set the blade on the apple and pulled;
the edge skidded on the skin, the pull came up empty, and my knuckle banged against
the apple, sharp pain. The kid in front turned around and laughed, then quickly
turned back. I rotated the apple in my hand, caught the blade again, and this time
pushed. A strip of peel came out, the length of a fingernail. I kept pushing strip by
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strip, and by and by a ring of peel scraps gathered on my desk, like it had rained

skin.

My desk mate Lin Xiaoman was sailing along. Her left hand turned the apple, her
right hand walked the knife, and the peel came out of the slit in one unbroken
stream, hanging under her arm like a yellow—green scarf. Halfway through, her peel
had looped once around her wrist and still had not broken. I watched so hard my hands
forgot to move. My apple still wore most of its green coat, pitted and patchy, like a

wall not fully scraped.

I nearly raised my hand to say teacher I cannot do this, and swallowed it at the
lip. I pressed the broken ends back together, started the knife somewhere new, and
kept pushing. Slow, but I did not stop. The apple turned in my hand; one round, one
strip of green less:; another round, another strip less. The scraps piled across the
desk and would never join into a ribbon, but the apple bared its white flesh inch by

inch.

At the whistle, the peel contest began on the platform. Lin Xiaoman’ s ribbon was
the longest, over a meter, and the class cheered. The teacher walked up to me, looked
at the ring of scraps on my desk, then at the finished apple in my hand. It was not
smooth, it carried scars and a few patches of green left unpeeled, but it was whole,
and not a gram of flesh wasted. He held it up for everyone: This apple, all its peel
is on the desk, not one gram of flesh cut away. That is skill too. In the scattered

applause, my ears burned.

After class I rubbed the bumpy apple on my sleeve and bit into it. The flesh had
oxidized a little, yellowed at the edges, but the middle was still crisp and sweet. I
chewed my way back to the classroom, palms still all sweat, a red line from the knife

handle pressed across my finger.

Later I kept that peeler borrowed for a week, pushing one apple a day at home.
Scraps slowly became long strips, long strips slowly became an unbroken ribbon. But I
always remember that ring of scraps in labor class, and the line about not one gram
of flesh cut away. Peeling without breaking is skill. Finishing a ruined apple is
skill too.
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