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A Summer Afternoon on a Bicycle

That summer I had a bicycle, a canvas bag tied to the rear seat, a book and a
bottle of water inside. I was not going anywhere in particular. I was only riding.
The trees on both sides of the road unrolled their shade for me, section after
section after section, as if someone had sliced coolness into thin pieces for me to

help myself.

The cicada song waited for me inside the shade. When I rode in, it began; when I
rode out, it stopped, as if it played only for people passing by. I deliberately rode
slowly inside the shade, so that it would think I had come to listen to the music,

not just to pass through.

The village at noon was very quiet; even the dogs hid in the shadows of the
doorways. Only I, and the cicadas overhead, were awake. The sun bleached the fields

white, and the road in the distance lay like a bright ribbon stretching toward the
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faraway place. I looked at it and wondered: how far is far? One push of the pedal

brings it an inch closer; one more thought of it, and it retreats an inch.

Passing the old locust tree at the village entrance, I stopped to drink water.
Its shade was as large as a room, and the cicadas sang at the highest point, yet the
sound fell onto the lowest branch and shattered on the ground into pieces of noise. 1
squatted in the shade and watched ants carrying a moth, marching in line, more

serious than I had ever been.

Back on the road, the wind turned hot. The canvas bag bounced behind my back, the
corner of the book tapping my waist, as if reminding me not to forget it. I had been
reading slowly: one afternoon was only enough for twenty pages, plus one stretch of
road, plus one patch of cicada song. Yet I feel that what I read in that afternoon

was more than in a whole later term.

Gray—blue clouds rose at the edge of the sky, and the distance began to shine
beneath them. I turned the handlebars and rode home, the shade switching to the other
side of the road, the cicada song falling behind me, thinner and thinner. When I got
home the water bottle was still warm, and a locust leaf was pressed between the
pages. Mother asked where I had been, and I said: I took a ride out to the distance

and back. She laughed, and I did not explain.

Years later I went to a real faraway place, and in a subway car I heard a child
laugh and suddenly remembered that road like a bright ribbon. Whether the tree shade
is still there, I do not know; the cicada song returns on time every summer. And I
finally understand: that afternoon I actually went nowhere at all; I simply rode the

distance into my heart.
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