RWEENZ BT E

WAL AT PR R RL, BORIRAG, =T B T bt 2, i)
LR . R LRI L, MK T, WUUR PO, ERMT, K FER
ol A — 75

RGN AW, BERFSEAR A T, R R, BRI . FREE M.
WEW I, CIRWEEAEL 2, BEAERE 3 BT 7R Pk s, B4t 1, Bk @i .
AT AR U 2 550K, D B B D e AR 5 L

GRolER TR A —/Nrath, SFIRRAGE, M EEEBRAEN A R Sk
PR, RS THE, IREETH, MEM. BEAHG BBt Rk T LA
Knl, A BAEHT (I BT H GRS ZERAE /T 208 T 2.

e EIHORRIIR T o B TIRAMEHE, RETERINREE 7 B, EN R ERSU W
LR, PEM T, DrmRALH TR, RBED EREEE. sEulifE =00, BT, i,
ARLE FOKESE S, k. A DGR, JotkE, fHmdbr, PIREEE.

FOESA 2R M. S NI o e, JGS W, KB T P LRI E

JafEl. e HEESL, EEuifeit, AT T BB, AT BALWBE R, AR
ARERA T EEUWRALS T, RACH T 12X,

JE RIS T4, B 4, IR Hehd. RERIE, ik, SR ERTIREM
Wy AR R S RTINSO Tl BRI R RS R RS e BRI N 4% T
B, gibE H ] el g o R =R R, T ORI, BB AL AT .

The 01d Bicycle Leaning Against the Wall

That old bicycle still leans against the wall of our old house. Its crossbhar is
low; third-grade me could duck under it and come exactly to the height of the seat.
Grandpa bought it when Dad was in middle school. The black paint has flaked off to
show rust underneath, and the bell is mute — press it and it gives one muffled

grunt.

In the second term of third grade, the whole class could ride, bicycling home in
a pack, bells ringing their ears off. I begged Dad to teach me too. He did not buy a
new bike. He wheeled the old one out, squatting in the yard half an hour taking off
the pedals, then the chain, saying I would learn to glide first. He lowered the seat

to its limit so my whole soles could flat on the ground.

We practiced at the bottom of the lane, a small empty patch nobody crossed,
dotted with fallen white locust blossoms. Dad had me push along on both feet: glide
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upright, eyes on the lane mouth, not on your feet. At first I dared not; the bike
tilted and 1 jumped off. After a dozen round trips I finally dared lift both feet an
inch while gliding. Just an inch — and on landing the bike still ran two steps

ahead.

The day he refitted the pedals, I fell. There was a brick pile at the lane’ s end;
my wheel grazed a brick corner and man and bike toppled into the sand beside it. My
palms scraped, grit set into the red marks. I sat in the sand and looked at Dad. He
stood three steps off, hand not reaching out, and said: sitting down only gathers
dust on you — get up. I got up, lifted the bike first, patted off the sand, and went
back to pedaling.

I truly learned one evening. Dad ran behind holding the back seat; I flew, wind
blowing the locust blossoms along both walls backward. At the lane mouth I turned
around — Dad stood in place, wiping his hands on his trousers, no longer holding. I
squeezed the brake, jumped off, and shouted: when did you let go? He said he couldn’t

remember; you rode twenty—some meters by yourself.

Later I outgrew that bike, then got a new one, and the old one kept leaning on
the wall. When I went back last year it was still there, the crossbar polished bright
where my hand gripped. The locust tree by the wall had grown another ring taller, and
its white blossoms still carpet the ground each spring. I crouched and pressed the
mute bell: still one muffled grunt. But that evening in third grade, the wind at the

lane mouth — I remember it to this day.
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The Essay About Learning to Ride That Was Read Aloud in

Class

Wednesday’ s second period was composition class. The teacher walked in without
giving the topic right away; first she said she would read us an essay written by a
student from last year, titled My First Time Riding a Bicycle. She read slowly: the
lane where that student learned, how the handlebar twisted, the fall into the sand,
the father standing three steps off with no hand extended. When she reached ’The bike
tilted and I jumped off; my feet landed but the bike kept running ahead,” my pencil
stopped.

I knew that line. Knew it too well. Last autumn I learned exactly that way:
pedals off first, gliding the lane a dozen round trips before I dared 1lift my feet an
inch. My own fall was worse than the one in the essay — my wheel grazed the corner
of a brick pile and half my body pitched into the sand, palms scraped, grit set in
the red marks. I sat in the sand looking at my dad; he said, sitting down only

gathers dust — get up. I had never told anyone this.

When she finished, the teacher wrote the topic on the blackboard: My First Time
Riding a Bicycle. Write the fall you really had, she said, write the one detail you
remember clearest, and you may drop everything else. The class filled with the rustle
of pens. I hunched over my desk, pen tip hovering over the grid paper, and all I saw

were the white locust-blossom dots at the bottom of the lane.

I wrote the bike first. Our old bike had a low crossbar, black paint flaked to
rust, a bell that gave one muffled grunt. Writing it stung my nose a little, as if I

could smell the machine oil from the yard when we stripped the chain. Then the fall.
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I wrote slowly — the brick pile, the sand, the grit in the red marks — stroke by
stroke, falling all over again. When I got to Dad standing three steps off I stopped
for a long time, and what I finally wrote was him wiping his hands on his trousers —
that evening when I learned, standing at the lane mouth, wiping his hands on his

trousers.

The teacher collected the notebooks before the bell. She passed my desk, glanced
at it, did not read it aloud, and only said: keep this paragraph. At home that night
Mom found it in my schoolbag and read it to Dad. At ’sitting down only gathers dust
— get up,  Dad laughed and said that sentence sounds like me. Mom shot him a look

and he stopped laughing.

That essay hung on the bulletin board at the back of the classroom all semester.
A classmate pointed at it and asked me if the grit in the red marks was real. I said
real — the scar is still on my palm. They crowded to look, then went back to their
seats. After school I wheeled my bike out of the school gate and rang the bell; it
rang loud. I thought of that old bike leaning on the wall, its mute bell, one muffled
grunt. The essay on the board was mine, but the lane, the brick pile, the father

three steps off were not from the essay — they were mine.
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My Father on the Back of the Bike

The day I learned to ride, my father wiped his hands twice on his trousers. Only
later did I learn his knee had ached all those two days; he had to brace on the table
to stand up from a squat, and never told me. He fought my mother for the job of
holding the seat and running alongside — she offered, and he said she couldn’t hold

steady.

The old bike was his own. He took the pedals off so I could glide the lane,
squatting in the yard to strip the chain, dropping the wrench three times, finally
gripping the pliers with his teeth to twist. He set the seat to its lowest, and when
he stood up his back cracked. The empty patch at the lane’s end lay under white
locust blossoms. He stood three steps off and told me eyes on the lane mouth, not on
my feet. I glided a dozen round trips; he stood at the lane mouth a dozen round
trips. He later told Mom that whenever the bike tilted I jumped off faster than a

cat, and his heart jumped with me.

The day he refitted the pedals I fell into the sand, palms scraped, grit set in
the red marks. I sat in the sand and looked at him. Three steps off, he did not reach
out. Sitting down only gathers dust, he said — get up. That night he picked the grit
from my palms with a needle, blowing away each speck as it came out, then wrapped my
hands in cloth strips. When he finished he said one line: practice again tomorrow.

His knee hurt worse the next day, and I still did not know.

I learned one evening. He ran holding the back seat; I flew, wind blowing the
locust blossoms along both walls backward. At the lane mouth he let go and stood in
place, wiping his hands on his trousers. I turned and shouted: when did you let go?
He said he couldn’ t remember. He did remember. He told Mom at home that he had let go
more than twenty meters back, and the boy rode surer and surer without noticing,

while he watched from behind, afraid to call out.

Then I grew taller, got a new bike, and the old one leaned on the wall. One year
I locked the front brake downhill; the wheel seized and I pitched over the handlebar
onto the road shoulder. Dad pushed the bike to the repair shop. As the mechanic bent

the frame with big pliers, he stood watching, saying nothing. On the way home,
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pushing that crooked bike, he suddenly said: never lock the front brake downhill. 1
said why didn’t you say so sooner. He said: that day in the sand you looked up at me

— if I had reached for you, you would have sat in the sand forever, waiting.

When I went back to the old house last year, the old bike still leaned by the
wall, its crossbar polished bright where my hand gripped. I crouched and pressed the
mute bell: one muffled grunt. My father came out of the house; his knee still bad, he
steadied himself on the doorframe rising. I helped him out and had him sit on the
seat; I rode, carrying him to the locust tree. He sat on the back without a word.

Past the lane mouth the wind came, and white locust blossoms settled on his shoulder.
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