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October b5th, Sunday, Sunny: I Can Ride!

October 5th, Sunday, sunny.

Something big happened today: I can finally ride a bicycle! I must write it down
quickly, or maybe I will forget. Actually I probably will not forget, because my legs
still ache right now.

When I got up I saw the red bicycle on the balcony. It was the prize my father
promised me for getting into the top ten of the class. The bike is bigger than I
thought, with a tall seat; standing beside it I only reach the handlebars. Father
said the weather is good and the little square downstairs is empty, so let us go

learn. I carried my helmet downstairs, happy and scared at the same time. Happy
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because the bike is mine now, scared because last week I tried once and scraped my

palm open.

At the square the sun was warm, and a wind rolled the fallen leaves back and
forth on the ground. Father held the rear seat while I sat on the bike. I gripped the
handlebars so hard my fingers turned white. The pedals went down and the bike moved
forward, but the front wheel twisted left, then right, like a snake that would not
obey. I shouted, father, hold it steady! He said, I am holding, I am holding. In
between I got off and rested once, sitting on the steps watching other people fly
kites. A kite got caught in a tree and a big brother climbed up after it, and I
cheered him on. After a while father patted my shoulder and said, once more. I sat on
again, and I wiped my palms twice on my trousers before I dared to grip the

handlebars.

What happened after that, I thought a long time at home before I understood it. I
rode a long stretch, the wind roaring by my ears, too glad to notice anything. At the
far end of the square I turned my head to say something to father, and I saw him
standing where we started, far, far away, both hands in his pockets. He let go at

some point without me knowing at all!

I stopped, stood there for a moment, then jumped up and shouted, I can ride! So
loud that the old men playing chess across the square turned to look. I shouted
again, 1 can ride! Father laughed over there and said, keep it down, people will
think you found money. I did not care. I rode one more loop around the square, and

this loop was steady.

At night my mother asked what I wrote in my diary, and I read it to her. When I
read the part about father letting go, she laughed too. Before bed I went to the
balcony once more to look at my red bike. It leaned against the wall, its seat still
tall. Tomorrow I will learn to brake. Our teacher said those who will ride to school
next week should sign up, and I am going to sign up too. Today was truly the best day
of this month.
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Counting from the First Try to the Twenty—-Sixth

May 1st, Friday. Rain in the morning, sunny in the afternoon.

Today I was not going to be able to learn. When I opened my eyes the rain outside
the window was roaring like water being poured down. I lay on the windowsill and
watched the bike shed downstairs filling pit after pit with water. I put my helmet
back into the cupboard, feeling stuffy. Father said, wait. We waited until the rain
softened at noon, and at three in the afternoon the sun crawled out from behind the
clouds, the ground dark in patches and light in patches. Father said, let us go,

right now.

We pushed the bike to the concrete pad behind the compound. The ground was still
wet, bright water stored in the seams of the concrete. I sat on the bike with father
holding the rear seat. The first tries were hopeless: the front wheel wobbled, my
bottom wobbled on the seat, my shoes slipped, and once a pedal slid off the sole of
my shoe and nearly hit my shin. I got annoyed and said the ground is wet, let us
learn tomorrow. Father said, but do you want to be able today? I thought for one

second and said I do.

After that I rode try after try. I was counting, from the first to the twenty—

sixth. In between, one try ran the front wheel through a puddle and mud water
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splashed all down one leg of my trousers, and I nearly said I would stop again.
Somewhere around the teens, I had no idea when father took his hand away. I only knew
when I reached the far end of the pad and heard him clapping over there. He clapped
and said, you rode it yourself, all by yourself! I stood beside the bike, my chest
pounding, and I could not help jumping with both arms up, shouting, I can do it!
After shouting I felt shy, so I looked around. Luckily only grandmother Wang hanging
laundry was laughing at me. She said this child shouted louder than she shouts at her

own granddaughter to bring in the laundry.

At night I wrote in my diary: the greatest moment today was the moment father let
go and I did not even know. My mother checked the diary, saw this sentence, and drew
a big thumb beside it with a red pen. I put the diary on the edge of my pillow at
bedtime. In my dream I was still riding, and in the dream the handlebars obeyed

perfectly, never wobbling however I rode.
May 2nd, Saturday, sunny.

Yesterday was so tiring that today my legs ache whenever I bend them, and I have
to hold the railing going down the stairs. But I am not afraid anymore. In the
afternoon 1 went back to the pad and rode for twenty minutes. Now I can brake, and I
can turn corners too. On the way home I rang the bell, ding ling, ding ling, and the

whole road heard that I can ride a bicycle.
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The Third Loop after the Thunderstorm

June 8th, Saturday. Thunderstorm, then clear.

I need to write this diary fast, because my hands are not dry yet, and I ran home

through the rain. But today is far too worth writing down.

Today was the coolest day of the summer holiday. In the morning the cicadas still
cried without stopping, then in the afternoon the wind rose suddenly, half the sky
went dark, thunder rolled inside the clouds, and the rain came down so hard that all
the chickens in the yard hid under the woodpile. I stood under the eaves counting
raindrops. Father did not go to the field today. He was inside fixing a hoe, and when
he finished he came out to stand under the eaves with me and said, when the rain
stops, I will teach you to ride. I nearly jumped. Father works in Guangdong and had
been away most of half a year, coming home only last week. I thought he had come back

just for errands.

When the rain stopped, water in the yard flowed toward the gate, and the edge of
the sky shone as if washed. Father pushed the old bike into the middle of the yard.
Its paint had cracked in a few places in the sun, but the chain had been oiled, oiled
by father beforehand. He held the rear seat while I sat on. The ground in the yard
was slippery, the front wheel wobbled badly, and I clutched the handlebars. Father
spoke from behind me: look at the jujube tree ahead. So I looked at the jujube tree,
its raindrops still hanging on it, one by one, shining. One drop of water fell onto
my neck and made me duck my head from the cold, and the bike tilted with it, while

father said behind me, do not mind it, just keep riding.

On the third loop I suddenly felt light behind me, and when I turned my head I
saw father standing by the henhouse with his hands behind his back, bending down to
look at the old hen. He had let go! When did he let go! I kept riding that loop all
the way to the yard gate, braked, jumped off, and shouted toward the yard, Pa, I can
do it! Father straightened up and nodded and said, good. He said only one word, good,
yet he himself was smiling, his teeth very white in the sun. Grandpa Liu next door

clapped over the wall and said, the child can ride now, and like a man spreading
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news, soon the whole village will know.

At night father talked with grandmother inside, and I rode ten more loops in the
yard. The wind blew the sun out of the cloud seams and covered it again, then blew it
out again. I wrote in my diary: father came back, and he taught me to ride; this
summer holiday is the best one ever. When I finished I put the book under my pillow,

afraid that by tomorrow morning I would forget how glad today was.
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