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The Pomelo Peel Mother Preserved

In southern households, autumn pomelos never leave empty—handed. Once the flesh
is eaten, the rind certainly does not go into the trash. Mother would stack the four
big sections of peel and press them under the lid of the jar behind the door, saying
they still had use. As a child I strongly disapproved: what is good about peel? Other

people’ s peel is garbage: ours is material in waiting.

The whole family turned out on picking day. The tree was not tall. Father lifted
me and I straddled his shoulders, arms wrapped around the fruit, twisting. Pomelos
are heavy, so a picked one passed down by relay: from the branches to the roof, then
into Mother’ s hands at the foot of the wall. She caught it and gathered it to her
chest, like receiving a newborn. That year the crop was unusually heavy. The jar
overflowed with rinds, so Mother threaded more onto string and hung them under the
eaves, strand after strand of golden yellow. A neighbor passing by said: your family

is drying lanterns.
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Preserving pomelo peel is a craft, and Mother treated it with ceremony. The rind
must soak first, water changed daily, a full three days to drive out the bitterness;
then it is sliced into fine shreds, blanched, squeezed dry, tossed with white sugar
and malt sugar, and simmered in the wok over low heat. No one may walk away while it
cooks. When the syrup raises tiny bubbles, it must be stirred; stir too slowly and
the bottom scorches. I fed firewood at the mouth of the stove while Mother stirred at
the wok. The sweetness of sugar mixed with the clean bitterness of pomelo peel spread
out of the pot, and the whole kitchen turned sweet. Done, it went into jars, turned

upside down to cool, the ring of sugar candied around the mouth like a drawn border.

At first I disdained it. Classmates ate tangerine candy; my family ate pomelo
peel, chewy in the teeth, with a thread of bitterness always hiding inside the
sweetness. Mother did not argue. She simply ate it herself, letting a piece dissolve
over morning porridge. The turn came the year I left home. In a foreign city one
winter I caught a cold, my throat raw, and rummaging through my bag I found the jar
Mother had tucked into the bottom of my suitcase. I let a piece sit in my mouth. That
familiar clean bitterness rose, and after the bitterness came the sweetness, and my
tears fell for no reason at all. So the flavor I had disdained for twenty years had

been preserved in advance by Mother, carried along at my side the whole way.

Now I too am learning to preserve. On the third day of soaking, I pinch up a
shred and taste it: when the bitterness fades, it is sugar’ s turn to enter. Only now
do I dare admit it: Mother’ s whole life followed the pomelo—peel recipe. Bitterness
is meant to be removed; what cannot be removed is slowly simmered with sugar. Last
year when I went home, no pomelo peel hung under the eaves, and the jar stood empty.
I placed a jar of my own preserving into her hands. She tasted a piece, nodded, and
said the simmering was good. She does not know that as I stirred the pot, what 1

stirred was memory.
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