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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,

and my nervousness went away.
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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.

www. vv99. net



