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The Half-Released Hand

The first week of summer vacation, Da Liu wheeled his cousin old bike onto the
threshing ground. It stood too tall; we each tried it once, and both could only reach

half a sole on the ground. Da Liu said, no problem, we practice pushing first.

So we pushed the bike around the field. The July sun baked the concrete pale, and
the handlebars burned the hands, so we gripped them through our shirt sleeves. After
four or five laps, Da Liu suddenly swung a leg over and told me to run behind holding
the seat. I held, he pedaled, and the bike weaved crooked between the straw stacks.
He shouted, let go. I said I dare not. He shouted, let go halfway first.

The threshing ground dried wheat by day and stood empty by night, with only the
two of us and a ring of tire tracks. A yellow ox was tied at the edge, its tail
flicking away swaths of shadow. Somewhere far off someone called a child to supper,

but it was somebody else child. The cousin had meant the bike for his own little
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brother, who gave up halfway for a slingshot, leaving the bike idle for Da Liu to
borrow. An old cotton pad sat on the seat, bound with bands cut from an inner tube;
it felt soft, with a rubbery smell.

I released half my hand, fingertips still resting on the seat edge. The bike
wobbled twice and somehow stayed up. Da Liu pedaled past the straw stack and circled
back, face sunburned red, sweat gluing his bangs to his forehead. He said, made it,
let go. This time I pulled my whole hand back and stood where I was, watching him
ride half a lap alone. The bike drifted left; he tapped the ground with one foot,

steadied it, and rode back.

Then it was my turn. Da Liu ran behind me with a hand on the seat, out of breath,
still complaining I pedaled too slow. On the third lap I heard nothing behind me,
looked back, and he sat on a straw stack drinking, waving the bottle at me. My heart
jerked, my feet went confused, and the bike dove into the grass at the field edge. 1

hopped clear; my knee was fine, my palm scraped off a layer of skin.

At closing time we sat on the stone roller by the field. Da Liu broke a
watermelon in half and gave me one, saying next week he would teach me to brake and
turn around. [ ate the melon watching that bike lean against the straw stack, its
seat bulging up in the sun. On the way home I thought: what I remember most is not
the moment I learned, but that half-released hand — fingertips still touching, like

a promise made.
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The 01d Man Learning to Ride in the Garden

In the neighborhood garden there was an old man learning to ride, past sixty,

hair fully white. He was Old Zhou from property management.

At first nobody noticed. Every evening at six thirty he wheeled an old women
frame bike out of the shed and pushed laps around the flower bed, one lap, two. Kids
on scooters shot past him; he steadied the bars, stepped aside, then went on pushing
his own laps. Those who recognized him were stunned: 0ld Zhou can ride? He did not

answer them, pressed his lips together, and pedaled.

He learned slowly. Mounting needed two tries to steady himself, and riding he
leaned back as if sitting on a tractor. Once, wobbling down the straight path for
twenty meters, the watching grandmothers applauded, and he got embarrassed; his foot
buckled, the bike stopped in place, and he sat astride it laughing, showing teeth

worn short.

His hours were odd too: never early, never late, always six thirty to seven, the
busiest hour in the garden. Young people offered to hold the bike; he waved them off,
saying the stiff legs belonged to the bike, not to him. Kids on balance bikes circled
him; he did not mind and rode his laps. A colleague from property management warned
him he was on duty the next morning to fix the water pump. He said: the legs that fix
pumps must also learn to pedal. Both, no excuses. Then he circled the flower bed as

always, lap six, lap seven, his white hair swinging under the streetlamp.

Only later did people learn the reason. His wife passed last year. While she
lived she ran a stall at the market across the river, and he pedaled the tricycle to
take her every day. The stall is gone now; nobody across the river waits for him, and
he suddenly found he could not ride two wheels. His son, far away, mailed him this
old bike with a note: Dad, learn to ride. When I come back I will ride with you. He

kept the note in his pocket for a month, its corners gone soft.

On the evening of the Start of Autumn, 0ld Zhou rode past the flower bed, past
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the shed, from one end of the garden to the other without stopping. The grandmothers
applauded again; this time he was not embarrassed. He reached the end, squeezed the
brakes, set one foot down, and nodded to everyone. From the next day he rode one lap
around the neighborhood each evening, a bunch of scallions in the basket, bought at

the morning market.

Later, when a child wanted to learn, the parents called 0ld Zhou. He ran behind
with a hand on the seat, and all he said came in three lines: eyes forward, keep
pedaling, I am here. Who taught him those words, nobody knows, but he said them
steady and fluent.
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The Shape Worn Into the Seat

Grandpa old twenty—eight frame bike had one broken spring in the rear seat;
sitting on it pressed the bone. Dad says he rode it eleven years to work and back,

and barely changed the chain.

On my tenth birthday Dad asked what I wanted. I said I wanted to learn to ride.
He bought no new bike, polished the bell, and said, this one. I was unhappy. My
classmates all rode shiny new bikes, while this one wore mottled black paint and an
old tape band wound around its frame. Dad did not argue. He pushed the bike to the
wall, propped it, and said, wipe it down before riding. Sulking, I took the cloth.
When I reached the bell, under it was a line of tiny characters, rusted over,
unreadable. Dad leaned in and said it was the factory name. This bike had been given
to him by his own father, who had brought it home with its handlebars wrapped in

newspaper.

We learned on the empty lot behind the river embankment. Dad held the rear seat
and talked twice as much as usual: back straight, eyes far away, feet drawing
circles. I found him wordy. Once I rode smoothly he spoke less and less, until only
one line was left: ride. In the evening lot there was wind; the bike passed through
it and the wormwood on both sides bent away. I suddenly understood why he bought no
new bike — the seat had worn into exactly the shape of his body, and when I sat

down, it fit as if made for me.

I fell once, at the bend, where the front wheel caught the curb and man and bike
tipped sideways. 1 braced with my foot and it did not fall. Dad startled, came over
to inspect the bike first, pinched the front wheel, checked whether the rim was true,
and only after a long while asked: you all right? I said fine. He grunted and
straightened the handlebars.

The day I learned, Dad let me ride home while he walked behind. Four 1i from the
embankment to the gate; I took twenty minutes and stopped twice. When I rode through
the courtyard gate the sky was just going dark. We had no lamp fitted, but clipped to
the front fork was the old kerosene lamp Grandpa once used, its glass chimney holding

years of oil grime, never 1it, always clipped there.

Now that bike hangs on the nail in the storage room. In middle school I ride a
new one, and when I occasionally wipe the old bike down, one press of its bell still
rings, brighter than a new one. Dad says the bell is original, more than fifty years
old. In those seconds after it rings, I always feel someone still standing behind the

rear seat, hand hovering, not touching, not leaving.
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