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Fall Down, Get Back On

On a weekend afternoon, I finished reading the short piece Learning to Ride. The
boy in it learned on a gravel road, fell four times, and the last fall drew blood
from his knee. He sat there catching his breath, then lifted the bike, swung a leg
over, and kept pedaling. When I read that, I closed the book and looked down at the

old scar on my own knee, long faded.

That scar came from the summer of fourth grade, from learning to ride, just like
the boy’s. Our neighborhood had a lawn with a concrete path running through it. Dad
held the back rack while I pedaled. For the first few days the handlebars lurched
left and right, and I fell three times. The third time my knee hit the curb and bled
a little. I sat on the grass thinking, maybe I just will not learn. Walking is fine

too.

www. vv99. net



The boy in the book had the same thought. He sat on the ground wondering if the
road was too hard, if everyone else rode smoothly while he was simply born unable.
Then he saw his father’s hands on the bike, veins standing out, still not letting go.
Suddenly he felt like trying once more, just once. That single once carried him

farther and farther afterward.

I never saw my father’ s hands back then. Mom told me later that when I fell, his
hands were shaking with worry, yet he still lifted the bike for me. I remember him
crouching beside me and saying only one thing: get back on or not, you decide. 1
stood up, brushed off the grass, and said, I will get on. The moment I swung over, my

knee touched the seat and stung so much I gritted my teeth, but I pedaled off anyway.

Near the end of the piece, the boy rides without help, loops around the village
once, wind stuffing his shirt. I remembered my own evening of learning, the same kind
of wind. The book says perseverance is not being unafraid; it is still willing to get
back on after falling. I did not quite understand that sentence before. Now I do.
When I sat on the grass thinking I would quit, I was only one mounting away from

learning.

I closed the book and folded a corner. Next time I bike to school past that lawn,
I plan to ride slowly and let the wheels take one more look at the path. It lies flat

now, not fierce at all.
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The Booklet with a Folded Corner

Learning to Ride was one piece in a booklet I borrowed from the library last
week. The booklet had barely twenty pages, telling how a boy learned to bike over one
summer vacation. I read it in one sitting that day, then read it again before bed.
The next morning, a Saturday, the first thing I did was wheel the dusty bicycle out

of its corner on the balcony.

That bike had sat there half a year. I took a few lessons in the spring of third
grade, fell twice, scraped my shin once, and once slammed the handlebars into the
flower bed’ s edge, bending them. After that the bike stayed on the balcony, chain
rusting, seat covered in dust. The boy in the booklet thought of quitting too. After
his fourth fall on the gravel road, he left the bike by the roadside and walked home.
Halfway, he looked back and saw it standing there alone, and suddenly ran back to
fetch it.

When I read the part where he ran back, my face went warm. I had not even walked
halfway back. I abandoned my bike on the balcony for six months and refused to look
at it. The booklet says he understood later that what lay fallen on the road was not
the bike but the small courage inside a person; pick the courage up, and the bike can
still be ridden.

Saturday morning I wheeled the bike downstairs and practiced again on the open
ground behind our buildings. The rusty chain clattered as I pedaled. The first lap
still wobbled, my feet still scrambled. But this time, when I fell, I did not stop to
think, forget it. I lifted the bike, wiped my hands, and got back on. By noon I could
ride a full lap around the ground. As the wind ran over the handlebars, that line

from the booklet came back: pick the courage up.

In the afternoon I put the booklet back on my desk, opened it to the folded page,
and read the ending again: the boy riding away, his shadow stretched long by the

sunset. I lined his story up against mine in my head. He fell four times, I fell
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twice. He walked halfway and ran back; I left my bike on a balcony for half a year.
He was braver than me. But I was luckier, because I read his story, which is like

borrowing his courage for one use.

On Monday I biked to school. The booklet rode in the basket, bouncing the whole
way. In the classroom I tucked it into the innermost pocket of my schoolbag, thinking
that on the day I return it, I will write one line in the little notebook beside the
lending card: this book helped me finish what I had left unfinished.
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Reading It to My Brother, and to Myself

Our Chinese teacher recommended Learning to Ride to the whole class. The piece is

short, about a boy learning on the dirt road at the village entrance, falling until

www. vv99. net



both knees were covered in scabs, sitting in the dust and crying, then lifting the
bike and practicing on, until at last he rode all the way to town to bring medicine
to his grandmother. I was reading in my room when something crashed outside the door.
My little brother had gone down with his bike in the hallway.

He is in fourth grade and started learning this week. Dad had held the bike for
three days, and he still could not ride straight. I came out with the book. He sat on
the floor rubbing his wrist, and the moment he saw me he asked, did the man in your
book fall like this too. I said he fell four times. He lowered his hand from his

wrist and said, four times, so I am still far behind.

I read that passage aloud to him. After the boy fell, he crouched by the road
thinking, if this road were any longer, I would truly stop riding. Then he saw his
grandmother peering out of her gate in the distance, so he lifted the bike and kept
pedaling. When my brother heard that, he hoisted his own bike off the floor and said,
one more lap. This lap took him ten or fifteen meters out. The handlebars wobbled. He
did not.

I leaned against the wall watching him practice, and suddenly remembered my own
fall last year. My palm scraped across concrete, a palm—sized patch torn open, blood
welling, and I kept my fist clenched shut, afraid to open it. Mom dressed the wound
and I gasped with the pain. The first thing I did afterward was go out and ride half
a lap. I did not know then why I still wanted to ride. Now I have read the line in
the book, still willing to get back on after falling. That is what perseverance looks

like. Not a slogan. Going out the door after the bandage goes on.

My brother practiced until dark and managed short stretches. As we parked the
bikes he asked what happened to the man in the book. I said he rode to town with
medicine for his grandmother. He thought a moment and said, then when I learn

tomorrow, I will bike over to Grandma Liu’ s and buy the almond cookies she likes.

At night I put the book back in my schoolbag and wrote one small line in the
margin: the lesson is not inside the book; it lives between the fall and the getting
up. In the living room my brother was miming the riding posture, one knee higher than
the other. I laughed at him. He does not know that today s one fall and one rise

taught him more than my ten readings of that article.
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