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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
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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
parents had been doing this arithmetic every month for an entire childhood of mine. I

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.

www. vv99. net



