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The First Long—Distance Bus Alone

On the morning of the departure, my mother tucked a folded note into the side
pocket of my schoolbag, saying to open it if anything really went wrong. I complained
she was fussy, but my heart was pounding. I was going alone on a two—hour bus to the
countryside to spend half a month at the home of my grandpa. It was the first time I
traveled that far without an adult.

Boarding was messier than I expected. The conductor hurried everyone to state
their stops, and I gripped my ticket with sweaty palms. A man midway asked if I was
alone; I nodded, and he shifted aside to let me take the window seat. When the bus
crossed a river, I suddenly remembered the note. I pulled it out: one line only,

saying call when you arrive, and call if you do not. I read it twice, tucked it back,
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and my nervousness went away.

At the town stop, grandpa was not there. I stood under the sign with my bag,
watching people pass, my legs a little weak. I remembered my mother saying: if you
cannot find anyone, go back to the sign and wait. After twenty minutes grandpa came
on his tricycle, saying he had mixed up the date by one day. I climbed in and sat in
the cargo bed watching the cornfields slide backward, thinking that the way I had

just waited there looked rather like a grown-—up.

During those half a months I took charge of the fire under the stove and three
meals a day. On the first day the smoke made me cry, and grandpa laughed outside the
door. In fifteen days I learned to feed the flame with firewood and to fry leftover
rice without burning it. One night the power went out, and I washed all the bowls by

candlelight, only noticing afterward that I had been humming.

The night before I left, grandpa walked me to the village entrance and said: you
came by yourself this time, so from now on you can go by yourself. On the bus I sat
by the window turning that sentence over. Growing up does not seem to happen on one
sudden day. It is saved up piece by piece: gripping the ticket when boarding, not
crying while waiting at the sign, finishing the dishes in the dark. I slipped that

note into my diary. It holds no lesson, only one line that set my heart at ease.

That evening at the home of my grandpa, I phoned my mother from the payphone at
the village shop to say I had arrived safe. The cheapest calls cost two yuan each,
and I hung up as soon as I was done. For the rest of those fifteen days I called once
a week, upgrading from the two—yuan calls to the five—yuan ones, and I talked more,
telling what I had cooked that day. My mother laughed through the receiver and said

the money was well spent.
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Forty Days in Charge of the Kitchen

For the forty days my parents were away caring for my grandma on the side of my
mother, only my little sister and I were home. The night before they left, my father
moved the rice, flour, and oil beside the stove and said the kitchen was mine to run
this summer. I answered quickly, while what I really liked about the idea was that no

one would tell me when to sleep.

Embarrassments came in the first three days. I put two heaping spoons of salt
into tomato and eggs, and my sister spat out her first bite; I fell asleep while
cooking porridge and the pot bottom grew a black crust. My sister did not cry, and I
did not scold her. We squatted in the kitchen scraping the pot, and halfway through
we both started laughing. That night I spent half an hour on my phone looking up how
to cook a table of edible food.

Little by little I found the knack. One bowl for my sister, one and a half for
me; greens are crispest bought in the morning, cheaper at the evening market but
wilted; a few slices of ginger in the soup and my sister would drink it. I started
keeping accounts, stretching ten yuan of vegetable money into variety, and at the end
of the month there were still thirty—some yuan left. When my mother called, I read
the accounts to her. There was a short silence on the line, then she said she had not

expected that.

The hardest part was not cooking but the things no one sees. The washing machine
needed hanging and gathering, the parent meeting of my sister needed attending, and
when the roof leaked I caught the drip with a basin all night. One night, lying in
bed adding up the water and electric bills for the next month, it struck me that my
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parents had been doing this arithmetic every month for an entire childhood of mine. 1

turned over, and my eyes felt warm.

The day my parents came back, I placed the key into the palm of my father and
said, handover complete. He froze for a moment, and my sister rushed in to say my
braised pork was the best. Forty days ago I thought independence meant freedom. Forty
days later I know it means catching the days of a whole household firmly in your

hands, and it only counts when the catching is silent.

Now and then I still cook dinner at home. I no longer check my phone; how much
ginger, how much sugar, my hands know before my head does. I kept that scorched pot
instead of replacing it. The mark on its bottom reminds me: growing up is not leaving

home. It is becoming, one day, the one who holds the family up.

My little sister later told others about those forty days, and what she picked
was not the scorched pot or the salty dishes. It was one stormy night when I carried
her homework over to close the windows and came back to tuck her blanket in. She said
she slept soundly through that thunder. I did not answer, but something inside me

went softer than on any other day.
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The Notebook at the Foot of My Bed

On the first day of summer vacation I got myself a notebook, kraft—paper cover,
planning to record something this summer. Before school opened I flipped through it:
the early pages had big, drifting handwriting, the later ones grew steadier and

steadier, like another person walking all the way up to me.

The thickest page of July records the half day I spent alone at the exhibition
hall in the county town. The notebook says: bus at seven forty, ticket nine yuan; the
air conditioning inside was strong; the dinosaur fossils stood taller than the
photos; lunch was a bowl of beef noodles at a noodle shop, eight yuan, broth too
salty; I fell asleep on the ride back and passed one stop, then walked forty minutes
home. I ended the page with: do not panic when you pass your stop; just know the road
back. That line still feels hot to read now.

The footnotes of August record housework. I took over the family laundry, and the
notebook shows the water bill rising from the sixties to eighty—four yuan, then
falling back to seventy—one, because I merged two days of washing into one. It also
records the first time I mopped the whole house: my back would not straighten, and I
lay on the sofa for half an hour. In the margin of that page I wrote one line: Mom
does this every single day. After writing it I wrote nothing more; the entry of that

day was a single line.

The last page records the evening of August twenty seventh. My parents were
reconciling accounts under the lamp, and I went over to work the calculator for them.
I heard my mother say how much to send grandpa next month, and my father say she had
lost weight lately. On the back of the notebook I wrote: they get tired too, they
miscalculate too, and when they do they cross it out and start over. I closed the
notebook and set it at the foot of my bed.

This summer I did two things I never did before: worked with my hands, and looked
back. Working with my hands taught me I am capable; looking back taught me why. The
notebook cost two yuan fifty cents, but it keeps the memory that growing up is

recorded day by day, not something that happens all at once on a single day.

The kraft paper cover of the notebook has curled corners, and one page in the
middle was once torn out. I tore it in a fit of pique one day in August, and the
ticket from the exhibition stayed tucked behind it without falling out. On the night
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before school opened I found the torn page back and pressed it under the glass plate
of my desk, without gluing it in. I leave the missing page missing, so that it can

remind me I too once had a day I did not want to record.
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