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Winter Solstice — Jessica Cheng

Before leaving Hong Kong, my family presented me with a watch. It had a brown-
colored strap paired with a light gold watch frame, showcasing a narrow and elegant
face with two clocks. This dual functionality was particularly convenient for frequent
travelers, allowing them to easily track time in two distinct locations. When my younger
brother handed me the watch, somewhat sheepishly, he admitted he didn't realize Hong
Kong and Toronto had a twelve-hour time difference, perfectly opposite each other. It
was only when the watch store staff adjusted the time that he realized the two places
were exactly twelve hours apart. | reassured him, saying when daylight saving set in
during winter, the two locations would be thirteen hours apart. | put on the watch with a
smile tinged with tears, looked around, and saw my mother still busy shuttling between
the kitchen and the dining table, creating a sumptuous feast. My usually silent father
repeatedly inquired about the details of my luggage and tickets, fearing any mishaps in

my travel. My brother animatedly shared the story of how they found this vintage watch



at the store, bringing laughter to the atmosphere. | buried my face in the bowl and tried

to savor the familiar flavors.

It was my last night in Hong Kong, and the two clocks on the watch

synchronized.

Upon arriving in Toronto, | was greeted by the warmth of summer — bright
sunshine, lush green grass, and bustling parks filled with people savoring the fleeting
season. Occasionally, | would prepare dinner, bring a picnic blanket, and head to the
nearby park. There, | would enjoy my meal while observing children chasing dogs,
people playing frisbee, and leaves slowly transitioning into their autumn colors. As
September arrived, the cooling temperatures signaled the gradual shift into winter.
Daylight hours shortened, and the once lively streets gradually quieted down. | vividly
recall the day we transitioned into wintertime. Upon waking up, | noticed my phone
displaying a time different from the large clock in the living room. It felt as if time had
momentarily frozen, granting me an extra hour. However, borrowed time always has its
limits, and when summer returned, it needed to be repaid. With a yawn, | adjusted the
top clock on my watch backward by an hour, and just like that, the synchronization of

the two locations was lost.

My workplace was on the other side of the city, and | had to leave my house at
the break of dawn. In the midst of winter, | bundled myself in thick down, shielding
against the biting cold wind that seeped through the gaps in my hat, causing my
exposed skin to tingle. While standing at the bus stop, my breath transformed into
vapor, and it was then that | noticed certain stops were adorned with warm lights. Upon
pressing the button, a comforting glow, tinged with red and a touch of yellow, would
radiate in a circular pattern above the bus stop, resembling a small sun. However, this
warmth occasionally waned, and after approximately ten minutes, it would extinguish.
Pressing the button again was necessary to make the warm light operate once more. |
looked down at my watch, capturing the sunset in Hong Kong and the sunrise here. |
adjusted the top clock to Toronto time and the bottom to Hong Kong time, reminiscent of
when | peered down from an airplane above the clouds, seeking the familiar contours of

Hong Kong below.



My father was also an immigrant. In his youth, he embarked on a journey across
the ocean and arrived in a city that had evolved from a humble fishing village. During
those early days, youths lacking special skills often found themselves immersed in
physical labor, and my father was no exception. For numerous years, he toiled as a
chef, his days marked by the rhythmic sweat at the stove — a tiring but stable existence.
My father was reserved; at home, he wore a serious expression, rarely smiling. In a
corner of the sofa, he would don gold-rimmed glasses, carefully reading the newspaper
or watching old TV series. His favorite genre was matrtial arts dramas, particularly those
adapted from Jin Yong's novels. He would frequently revisit the same series, leading me
to speculate that his interest went beyond mere entertainment; rather, he seemed to be

reliving a tapestry of memories, finding solace in the familiar and comforting narratives.

As a child, flipping through photo albums and seeing my father's young self-

startled me. In the pictures, he was in his early twenties, wearing a shirt, riding a bicycle
with a radiant smile that exuded lightness and optimism for the future. In my naive
youth, it dawned on me that my parents weren't always the embodiment of "parents."
This realization etched his youthful smile firmly into my memory. Sometimes, looking at
the white hair beside his gold-rimmed glasses, | couldn't connect the lively him from the
past with the stoic demeanor before me. | couldn't help but wonder what storms he had

weathered to bring about the silent solitude between his brows.



Being the eldest daughter in my family, my mother always claimed that my father
spoiled me. They were not well-off when | was born, yet my father spared no expense in
providing for me when | was an infant. Each time she recounted this; a trace of
bitterness lingered in her words. Perhaps their circumstances were challenging, and the
journey of raising a child wasn’t always illuminated by the brighter aspects of life.
Unfortunately, | have no memories of the laughter from my infancy. As far as | can
remember, my father was a quiet and reserved presence. Freed from the routines of
daily life and indulging in delightful cuisines, he erupted into hearty laughter. His eyes
reflected a blend of satisfaction and curiosity, akin to a child enthralled in an amusement
park. It was a moment that painted a vivid picture of a side of him | had rarely withessed

before.

Residing in a different place introduces its share of highs and lows. At the end of
a tiring day, | find myself on the subway, gazing out the window, lost in contemplation.
As the sun sets, its rays intertwine with the underground tunnels, casting a twilight glow.
In the reflective surfaces, a familiar, serene stillness catches my eye. When everything
is stripped away, | arrive at a profound realization. The comfort | once took for granted
was the result of my parents quietly sweeping away the debris of life, smoothing their
own edges in the process. In assuming I've outgrown the need for protection, | failed to
recognize that their silent support had been steadfast, shielding me from the tempests |
thought | could weather alone. It dawns on me how challenging it must have been for
them to independently nurture three young children in a foreign land. The understanding

deepens, weaving a tapestry of shared struggles and untold sacrifices.

Sometimes, | want to ask my father, if given the choice again, would he embark

on the same journey in a distant land.

| started to cook, attempting to recreate the flavors of my childhood. Although my
father toiled as a chef for many years, he rarely stepped into the kitchen at home.
Perhaps rarity adds value. | vividly recall the dishes he prepared, and they always had a
slightly different taste. What stands out the most is Sunday mornings when everyone
still lingered in the realm of dreams. On these occasions, he would prepare plain

congee with side dishes. Starting by thoroughly washing the rice, he'd add coarse salt



and oil, knead it, and let it sit for thirty minutes. Boiling water would then be poured over
the rice, with two slices of ginger added. Occasionally, he'd stir the bottom of the pot in
circles to prevent sticking, allowing the rice to dance with the water and blossom into
rice flowers. Simmering on low heat, it transformed into plain congee, ready for the

accompanying side dishes.

He would wash the rice thoroughly, add coarse salt and oil, knead it, and let it sit
for thirty minutes. After boiling water, he would pour it over the rice, add two slices of
ginger, occasionally stir the bottom of the pot in circles to prevent sticking, and let the
rice roll with the water, exploding into rice flowers. Simmering on low heat, it would turn
into plain congee, ready for the side dishes. Without fail, these three dishes were
always on the table: garlic-stir-fried string beans, fermented black bean mackerel, and
shredded cabbage stir-fried with eggs. Any one of them was indispensable. Sometimes,
the aroma of garlic and eggs would drift into my dreams, letting me know it was the
morning of plain congee with side dishes. Without fail, three dishes graced the table:
garlic-stir-fried string beans, fermented black bean mackerel, and shredded cabbage
stir-fried with eggs. Each one was indispensable. At times, the enticing aroma of garlic
and eggs would permeate my dreams, signaling the morning of plain congee with side

dishes.

In a foreign land, mackerel with fermented black beans is easily accessible, but
string beans and shredded cabbage are hard to come by. However, when winter arrives
and | follow in my father's footsteps, simmering a pot of plain congee and witnessing a
light mist enveloping the room, | am instantly transported back to a distant island. It

feels as if | never left.



