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The Handlebars Grandfather Held

Grandfather watched his granddaughter learn to ride in the courtyard. The little
pink bike had been bought at the market by grandmother, with a red string tied to the
handlebars. The seat was lowered to its last notch, and she could only touch the
ground with her toes. Grandfather bent down to retie the knot of the red string and
told her to push the bike around the courtyard twice first. The first round was
steady. On the second round the handlebars tilted, the front wheel caught a gap
between bricks, and the bike fell toward her. She cried out and grabbed the wall.
Grandfather reached for it, but she waved him off, straightened the handlebars
herself, and kept pushing. His hand stopped in the air, then withdrew and brushed

against his trouser leg.

On the third round she climbed on and grandfather held the rear seat behind her.
The wheel turned slowly and he followed, bent at the waist, which had never been
good, straightening it every few steps. She asked whether he was holding firmly. He
said he was, while in truth only two fingers rested lightly on the edge of the seat.
The bike swayed toward the flower bed. He shouted, squeeze the brake. She did not.
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She stabbed a foot at the ground, leaned, and the bike fell across her leg.
Grandfather lifted it off her. Tears rolled in her eyes without falling, and she

said, once more.

During the midday rest the granddaughter sat on the steps eating a cucumber, the
little bike standing in the middle of the courtyard, its red string stirring in the
wind. Grandfather crouched beside it, turned the rear seat screw another half turn
with a screwdriver, pressed the seat down a little more, tested the height, and wiped
the dust off the handlebars with his sleeve. When she finished the cucumber the girl
clapped her hands clean and asked to ride again. Grandfather straightened up, held
the rear seat for two more rounds, then let go quietly while she rode straight, and
stood in place. The pink bike rolled forward unsteadily, the red string fluttering on
the handlebars. At the courtyard gate she turned and called out that grandfather had
let go, and there was no fear in her voice, only joy. Grandfather turned away toward
the vegetable plot and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. When a neighbor
passed outside the wall he said, loudly, that she could ride now and would ride to

school by herself tomorrow.

Early the next morning she rode out of the gate alone, the red string bouncing on
the handlebars. Grandfather watched until the pink of it disappeared around the
corner, then went back in and stamped the brick gap the little bike had crossed,
pressing it level. He did not know that at school she told her classmates she could
ride, and that grandfather had taught her. If he ever heard that sentence, his back
would probably stay straight all day.
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