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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
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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 homne,
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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