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The Saturday Supper Shift

On the first Saturday of summer vacation the household made a new rule: supper on
every Saturday belongs to the child. From planning the menu and buying groceries to
cooking and washing the dishes, the whole chain is his; the grown—ups may use their
mouths to advise but must not lend a hand. He copied the rule once and posted it

beside the stove, and added four characters at the end, meaning nobody helps.

He stewed over the menu for half an hour and settled on one meat dish, one
vegetable, and one soup, shredded pork with green peppers, smashed cucumber, and
seaweed soup. I gave him one hundred yuan and sent him to the market alone. He left
with the money clenched in his fist and came back having spent ninety—three, the
change crumpled into a ball. On the way he made a detour to look at the fish, stood

before the tank for ten minutes, and admitted on returning that he had missed buying
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scallions. He reported the accounts item by item, green peppers three yuan fifty,
shredded pork eighteen, and clicked his tongue at the pork, saying meat is dearer

than he had imagined.

That afternoon the kitchen was his. He smashed cucumbers all over the cutting
board and went down on one knee to chase a piece that jumped away. Before the pork
went into the pan he asked whether meat should be washed; I said yes, and he washed
it until the meat turned pale. The pork with peppers came out too salty, the cucumber
was just right, and the seaweed in the soup was too much, so he fished for a long
while. His father finished all three dishes and said next Saturday is still his turn.
He nodded, and there was no grievance in his eyes, only planning, planning how to

redeem the soup next Saturday.

Dishwashing was his too. The stool in front of the sink he carried himself, stood
on it with his apron dragging on the floor. Halfway through he suddenly turned his
head and asked, mother, how many years have you been washing dishes. I said since he
could remember, and above that his grandmother before me. He made one sound of
understanding, turned back, and the sound of water paused for half a beat and started

again.

When the summer was over, he had taken charge of twelve Saturday suppers. He knew
the prices of vegetables better than I did, which tofu is tender and which scallions
are cheap, and he could name them all. Even the auntie who sells tofu remembers him,
saying he comes every Saturday and never haggles. One day he worked out the cost of a
plate of shredded pork with peppers, counting water, electricity, and detergent, and
it came out far cheaper than a plate outside. He said he would not order that dish

anymore, since one who cooks it himself knows what it is worth.

The harvest showed itself slowly. He began to box the leftover rice and mark it,
to eat it warm the next day; when buying groceries he looks at dates; after a meal he
clears the bowls before leaving the table. Most important was that question beside
the sink. He had walked the whole chain of buying, cooking, and washing, and only
then understood how many hands a plain supper passes through. Gratitude is not

taught; it grows by itself after a person walks the road once.
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