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The Rear Rack Dad Held

The bicycle was an old one from our neighbor, its chain dark with rust, its bell
able to ring only half a sound. When Dad pushed it into our yard, the rear seat was
still crooked, and I walked around it twice, my heart itchy and afraid at the same

time.

On the first day I did not dare sit on the seat. I only straddled the frame and
walked the bike around the yard with my legs, the pedal knocking against my shin. Dad
said no rush. The whole afternoon the bell stayed silent, and the chain clicked on

and on.

Dad squatted down and lowered the seat two notches, then let me sit on it. My

toes just touched the ground. One of his hands held the rear rack, the other pressed
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the handlebar steady. He said: eyes forward, stop staring at your feet. I gripped the
handlebar and pedaled. The chain clicked and clacked, and the bike behaved like a
disobedient fish, leaning left, so I pushed right, and the front wheel dived toward
the flower bed. The hand of my father stayed firm on the rear rack the whole time,

his shadow moving along with me.

On the second round he quietly let go. The bike suddenly felt light, I panicked,
the handlebar twisted, and I fell off sideways. My knee hit the pile of gravel at the
yard gate, burning hot, and my palm scraped off a layer of skin. I sat on the ground
and did not want to get up. Mom poked her head out of the house and said maybe we
should stop for today. Dad did not answer her. He lifted the bike up, wiped the dust
off my knee with a wet towel, and said: one more try. His voice was not loud, as if
the fall had happened to him.

When I got back on the seat, he held the rack even firmer. I stared at the
crooked jujube tree ahead and pushed the pedals down one stroke at a time. At some
point the footsteps behind me were gone, and wind passed by my ears. I heard Dad call
my name from the far end of the yard. I turned around. He had let go long ago and
stood there raising a hand to me. I had ridden half a circle alone. My chest pounded,

the wind cooled my sweat, and suddenly I felt this old bike had come alive.

When we put the bike away, Dad crouched beside it and pinched the chain, saying
this bike was mine to practice on from then on. I wiped the dust off the seat with my
sleeve and pressed that bell that only rang half a sound. That half-ring traveled

once around the yard before it settled.

After that I rode farther and farther, circling the flower bed again and again.
The scar on my knee is still there today. Whenever I see a crooked handlebar now, I

am not afraid. I straighten it and keep riding.
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The Moment Wind Poured Into My Back

The handlebar straightened in a single moment. The clicking of the chain turned
even, wind poured into my back, and I heard myself laugh out loud. It was six in the
evening, the street lamp at the yard gate had just come on. But three days earlier, 1
had been squatting on our doorstep, stubbornly declaring that I would never touch a

bicycle in my life.

It began with a dull thud. Dad was holding the rear rack while I pedaled fast,
sure I had learned it, and I shouted at him to let go. He did. The front swung hard,
the front wheel ran over a pebble, and I plunged bike and all into the sand pile by
the yard wall. The pedal struck my calf and left a big bruise. Sand worked into the
scraped skin of my palm. I gritted my teeth and did not cry, but the tears fell

first. That old bike with its blue paint worn off lay on my legs, heavy as a cow.

That evening I sat on the doorstep shelling edamame, afraid to bend my knee. Dad
pushed the bike into the storage room without a word. The whole half-room filled with
the sound of him wiping the chain, the oily cloth rubbing over the rust, once, and

once again. My shelling hand paused, and my ear kept listening.

The next day Dad never mentioned riding. He only wiped the bike down and oiled
the chain. At dusk he pushed it to the yard gate, patted the seat, and said we would
practice slow, no rush. Both his hands stayed on the rear rack. I rode extremely
slowly, slow enough that my feet could drop to the ground at any moment. He walked
along, one step behind me never lost. Around the second turn, one of his hands

withdrew at some point without my noticing, leaving only a little wind against the
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back of my neck. I did not dare look back, afraid the bike would tip if I turned my

head. I just pushed the pedals, once, and once again.

When I finally looked back, Dad stood a dozen steps away with his hands behind
his back, as if he had done nothing. The street lamp stretched his shadow under my
front wheel. I rode one more circle. In this circle I dared hold the bar with one
hand and press that half-ringing bell. The sound startled a dozing cat at the foot of
the wall. At the yard gate I propped the bike up and turned to look at him. He was
bending over, wiping the chain, head down, but I saw the corner of his mouth refusing

to stay level.

The bruise on my calf took a week to fade. Now, every time I swing a leg over the
seat, I first remember that dull thud, then the moment wind poured into my back. The

fall and the riding, it turns out, were learned on the same day.
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The Handlebar That Crooked All Autumn

I saw the bicycle from our own window. In the open ground downstairs, Uncle Chen
held an old bike with its blue paint worn off, while his son Leizi sat on the seat,

both legs stiff as if standing on something dangerous.

I leaned on the windowsill and watched one whole evening. Uncle Chen bent at the
waist, both hands hooked on the two sides of the rear rack, walking lap after lap
behind his son. The handlebar trembled without end, now hugging the wall on the left,
now slanting toward the flower bed. He was a man of few words and repeated only two:
eyes forward, feet steady. A wide patch of sweat spread across the back of his white

shirt, and he never once wiped it with his sleeve.

The fall came around the seventh or eighth lap. His hand loosened for half a
second, the front swung hard, and Leizi toppled into the sand pile, bike and all, and
did not get up for a long while. Inside, I gripped the windowsill. Uncle Chen walked
over, lifted the bike off first, then squatted to look at the knee, patted the sand
off the trousers, and pulled the boy out of the sand with one hand. He said: again.
Leizi sat on the seat with both legs stiff, and his lips were trembling, but he swung

a leg back over the seat.

I watched the rest without blinking. Uncle Chen held the rack again, his steps
slower than before. On one lap, at some point he withdrew his hands and stood still
where he was, and Leizi rode through the turn by himself, the wind lifting the hair
off his forehead. On the second lap the boy dared ring the bell. That bell could only
produce half a sound, and I heard it all the way on the fourth floor. Uncle Chen
stood under the street lamp, hands behind his back, motionless, like a post driven

into the ground.

They put the bike away before the dark fully fell. Uncle Chen walked in front,
Leizi following with the bike pushed beside him, the wheels grinding over the open
ground in a thin rustling sound. At the entrance of the building, the boy suddenly
broke into a short run, bumped once against the back of his father, then ran off
again. Uncle Chen did not turn around; he only raised a hand and tapped the back of

his own head, as if shooing a mosquito.

The next morning Leizi rode off to school, sweeping past under my window, calling
out goodbye. I looked down. Uncle Chen stood at the yard gate with empty hands. Some

hands hold on for an entire autumn, and once they let go, they never hold on again.
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