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The Summer of Delivering Steamed Buns

During the summer vacation of fifth grade, my father, who ran a steamed bun shop,
had me learn to ride and deliver buns. Other children learned to ride for play; I
learned for work. That is why I learned fast. No riding, no buns to eat. My father

said it plainly, and I held onto it.

The bike was the old one from the shop, with two iron frames welded to each side
of the rear seat, holding two willow baskets stacked with buns, a sheet of newspaper
between each layer. On the first trip my father walked beside me, not holding the
bike, just watching. He said: ride slowly; the baskets hold the meal of families, and
one fall wipes out the breakfast of a family. For the first time I understood that
what my hands gripped was not a toy but the breakfast of some family.
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The fall came on the third day. Going downhill I squeezed the brake, squeezed too
hard, the front wheel locked, and I pitched over the handlebars, body and bike
crashing into the baskets. Buns rolled everywhere; several rolled into the ditch. I
squatted to gather them, hands shaking, sorting edible from ruined. The ruined ones 1
counted: eleven. My father caught up, checked me first, then the buns, and said:
leave the ones in the ditch, I will make up the loss at home. That day I paid for

eleven buns out of my pocket money, five cents each.

After that my father set three rules: slow down before braking downhill; stand on
the pedals over potholes, never sit dead in the saddle; ring once at the door instead
of shouting, since a hoarse voice wastes time. I have lived by these three for thirty

years. On electric bikes and mountain bikes since, I still ride by them.

When the vacation ended I had delivered the whole summer and knew half the
street. The auntie who bought buns would leave two boiled eggs in my basket, saying
thanks for delivering even on rainy days. After school started I still delivered on

Saturdays, all the way through middle school, until the shop closed for good.

The day the shop shut, my father wiped the bike and pushed it into the storage
room. In high school I never touched it again. A few years back, when the old house
was renovated, the storage room was cleared and the bike sold for scrap, one hundred
twenty yuan. My father paused when taking the money and said: that bike delivered how

many tens of thousands of buns.

Since then I have eaten buns in many places; none taste like those. One winter
year 1 worked overtime past midnight, and by the road a breakfast stall had just
opened its steamer, white steam rising high. I stood there and bought two, eating as
I walked. On the second one, somehow my tears came down. In the baskets, buns under

layer after layer of newspaper, I delivered a whole summer.
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