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Wobbling Into Balance

Early Saturday morning, Dad wheeled the old bicycle out of the storage room. A
patch of paint had flaked off the frame, showing iron gray underneath. The seat was
too high; on tiptoe my toes barely touched the ground. Dad half-squat, one hand on

the rear seat, said we would start with three laps around the courtyard.

On the first lap the chain clattered, and the handlebars swayed left and right
like a drunk man. Dad hand stayed steady behind me; I could hear his breathing right
at my back, in and out. On the second lap, around the corner, the bike suddenly felt
light, and the wobble settled into balance. I shouted, and nobody answered. I looked
back. Dad stood in the middle of the yard, both hands in his pockets, more than ten

paces away.

I panicked, the handlebars jerked, and I fell with the bike into the jujube
bushes by the wall. My knee scraped open, a small patch of red welling up. I sat on
the steps for ten minutes, looking at the dirt mark on my knee, and did not cry. Dad
lifted the bike. A few jujube leaves stuck to the handlebars; he wiped them with his

sleeve, said nothing, and pushed the bike back to me.
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When I climbed back on, rested, the pedals turned slowly and the chain bit notch
by notch. This time Dad did not hold the seat; he walked beside the bike with his
hand hovering, not touching. At the second turn my feet knew on their own which side
to reach, the front wheel passing, my body following, as if something inside me had
grown that could do arithmetic. I fixed my eyes on the utility pole ten meters ahead,
kept my head still, and did not look back. One lap, two, three. Wind passed by my
ears, and the chain turned soft and fast. At the mouth of the alley I squeezed the
brakes, and the wheel made a short scrape on the ground. The whole alley, ridden by
myself. The sheet hanging in the alley billowed in the wind I stirred up, then fell
back.

At home, Mom saw the dirt on my knee, asked nothing, and went into the kitchen.
That evening the bowl of noodles carried a fried egg on top. For the first time I
saved the egg until the very last bite. Dad told him about my fall into the jujube
bushes, and Dad only said: that bike had slept in the storage room for ten years, and

today it finally rode again.
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Tape Strips on the Handlebars

Before wheeling the bike out, Dad wrapped the handlebars twice with strips cut
from an old inner tube. His daughter asked why. He said the bare metal runs cold, and
a cold grip slips. She held the handlebars; he held the rear seat behind her, and the
two of them walked from one end of the alley to the other.

When the front wheel wandered, he straightened the seat; when she leaned back, he
called out, sit steady. Her legs were short and could not reach the ground, so every
stop needed him to step in and catch the bike. Midway through the alley stood a small
mound left by sewer work years ago. He first made her push the bike up it twice, then
walk up empty—handed once, saying: see how steep the slope is first, and the fear on
the saddle will be smaller. She pushed the bike up, and a pedal caught her calf; she
gritted her teeth and said nothing.

By late afternoon she suddenly said, let go and see. Dad made no sound, and his
hand quietly left the seat. The bike ran five or six meters, then began to sway. She
called Dad, twice, then turned to see him still standing where he was, one hand
raised in midair, not daring to set it down fully. The handlebars tilted, the bike
stopped by a mound of dirt, and she hopped off without falling.

That evening as they parked the bike, the girl sat on the doorstep rubbing her
arms and said, once more. The second time he let go, the sway was lighter, and
halfway it steadied by itself. Behind her Dad let out a long breath, too loud, and
she heard it and glared; he pretended to cough.

The next evening nobody needed to hold it. She rode to the mouth of the alley and
back, the hem of her skirt brushing the foxtail grass along the wall. Dad leaned on
the doorframe watching, the tea in his hand gone cold untouched. A neighbor asked:
your girl can ride now? He answered yes, the corner of his mouth refusing to stay

down, went inside, and poured himself a fresh hot cup.

When they put the bike away, the girl wiped the seat with a cloth and dusted off
the chain. Dad crouched beside her, watching her push it through the door, the tape
strips on the handlebars shining under the lamp. He said: tomorrow we remove the
training wheels. This bike was always meant for someone who has learned. The girl
leaned the bike against the wall, and the bell tapped the brick with a soft ding.
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The Three Steps at the Alley Mouth

That afternoon when the wind poured into my sleeves, the first thing I remember
is sound: the chain light and fast, the tires grinding over loose dirt, a soft rustle

like light rain.

Rewind two weeks. Dad crouched in the yard removing the training wheels, the
wrench on the nut, turn by turn. I watched. The small wheels dropped to the ground,
and one of them kept spinning. Fear hit me suddenly. I said, put them back. He said
no. Once off, they do not go back on. The nuts sat on the windowsill, shiny, like two
fallen teeth.

For the first days the handlebars would not obey. Swerve left around a hen and
the bike went right; swerve right and it went left. Dad followed behind with a hand
on the seat, his shadow running after the bike on the ground. He was a man of few

words, and all he said along the way came in three kinds: eyes forward; keep
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pedaling; I am here. I fell twice. The second time my knee hit the curb. I sat there
and watched him come over, 1ift the bike, push it to me, and offer no hand. I stood
up by myself, and did not cry. At home Mom dabbed purple medicine on the scrape and

asked, will you go again tomorrow. I said yes.

From the fifth day he let me ride from the yard to the alley mouth alone while he
sat on the steps watching. I rode crooked, like a drunk snake, but without falling.
He shifted on the steps, as if about to rise, then sat back down. I understood that

shift. It was more tiring than holding on.

On the tenth evening I rode to the mouth of the alley and turned back. He still
sat on the three steps at the gate, in the same spot. [ shouted, I can ride. He
stood, dusted his trousers, and said, I know. At dinner that day he drank one extra

small cup of wine, his face red, his words even fewer.

Now I can ride fast, standing on the pedals uphill, half-squeezing the brakes
downhill, letting wind pass by my ears. Classmates asked me to the river embankment,
and I went: long slope, big wind, the bike flying, and suddenly I thought of those
two nuts on the windowsill. Every time I go through the alley mouth, I glance at
those three steps. He is still sitting there, and the basket holds the tangerines he
bought for me.
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