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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. I

braced the apple against the corner of the desk, caught the wheel at the top, and
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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

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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