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The Peel Broke, Just Tie It Back On

The day grandmother fell ill, my mother said to me in the kitchen: You are
growing up, go peel an apple for her. I nodded, but my heart was drumming. I had only
ever watched grown—ups peel apples; I had never touched that curved peeling knife

myself.

I took the peeler from the knife rack. It was very light, a blade bent into a
small arch with a narrow slit in the middle. I copied grandmother, gripping the apple
in my left hand, pinching the knife in my right, setting the edge against the top of
the apple. But the apple slipped in my hand, the blade skidded on its skin, and with

a squeak it only scraped off a white mark. I changed my stance, braced the apple
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against the edge of the table, and pushed the knife. Click. A green—and-white ribbon
of peel curled up through the slit into a little tube. My chest warmed. So this is

how peeling works.

The peel grew longer, like a path winding around the apple. My eyes stayed on the
path, my hand trembled, and with a snap it broke. The broken end curled on the knife,
a raw white scar showed on the apple, like a road collapsed halfway through its
building. I held the broken half of the peel, anger rising, and dropped the knife on
the table: I quit. Look, it is all ruined.

Grandmother laughed from her bed, her voice still weak: Tie it back on. She said
a broken peel does not matter. Line the broken end up with the original cut, press
the knife over it, and it keeps growing. Half doubting, I laid the torn half back on
the raw scar, set the blade at the seam, and pushed gently. Truly, new peel came
through the slit and joined the old ribbon, leaving only a small scar. I breathed out
long, like retying a snapped kite string.

I peeled the second half slowly. The apple turned in my hand, one round, another
round, the peel longer and longer, coiled on the table like a sleeping snake. The
last stroke closed the circle, and the whole ribbon lay on the table. I arranged it
into a ring and compared it with the apple. It was exactly the size the apple had
been. So it had been this big. I knew that for the first time.

I handed the peeled apple to grandmother. She broke off half for me. I bit my
first bite of my own peeling. The flesh was snow—white, full of juice, sweet with a
thread of sour in it. It was not much tastier than usual, yet I chewed very slowly.
My mother peeked out of the kitchen and asked if it was sweet. I said sweet. This

sweetness was different. This sweetness [ had peeled out myself, stroke by stroke.

Back in my room I pressed the unbroken peel into my dictionary to flatten it. 1
have peeled many apples since, and break the peel less often, but I still keep that
ribbon that broke and was joined again. It reminds me: a broken peel does not matter.

Tie it back on, keep peeling, and the apple is whole all the same.
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The Apple Cake on Her Birthday

Mother’ s birthday fell on my duty day, and I got home after dark. She was
boiling noodles in the kitchen, the flame on the stove jumping. I stood in the
doorway with a single apple in my pocket, red-skinned, bought with the pocket money I

had saved.

I wanted to peel it for her as a birthday cake. But I had never peeled anything.
All my life I had only watched mother turn the apple with one hand and walk the knife
with the other, the peel a ribbon that never broke. I had stolen glances a hundred

times; my own hands had never practiced once.

I went to my room and shut the door and dug out the peeling knife from art class.
Plastic handle, a small serrated wheel for a head. I gripped it, my palm sweating. 1
braced the apple against the corner of the desk, caught the wheel at the top, and
pulled down. Skrrt. No peel came off; the apple got a few shallow furrows. I changed
the angle until the wheel hugged the skin, and pulled again. This time a peel came

out, a thin ribbon, broken here and there, like a rope walking with a stagger.

Halfway around, it snapped. The torn peel shrank in my palm, and a white gash
opened on the apple. I stared at the gash, my nose stinging. Mother was boiling my

noodles in the kitchen, and I could not even peel one apple. I put the apple down. I
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picked it up again. Broken or not, I would keep going from the break.

I turned the apple the other way and started the knife beside the tear, circling
down. This time I did not watch the peel; I watched the apple, and my hand turned it
steady. The second half came out surprisingly smooth, the new peel joining the broken
end, and when the last circle closed I lifted the knife. The apple was pale yellow,
pitted and bumpy, but from a distance it was still an apple. I laid the two broken
ribbons of peel on the edge of the plate, like two little boats.

I carried the plate out and set it beside her noodle bowl. She asked what this
was for. I said birthday cake, no candles, the apple stands in. She looked at the
bumpy apple, looked at the two peel boats, said nothing, picked it up and took a
bite. I watched her face while she chewed. She finished and said: the sweetest bite I

have ever eaten. I knew that was generous, but her eyes were wet.

Before bed that night, mother came in and left a perfectly peeled apple on my
bedside table, peeled by her, the ribbon unbroken. She said the knife should push,
not pull, and she would teach me the trick tomorrow. I took another bite of my own
bumpy apple and grunted yes. The little peel boats still sat on the desk, 1lit by

moonlight, looking ready to sail somewhere.
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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
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
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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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