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The Person Who Ran Behind Me

In the autumn of sixth grade, it was finally my turn on the old heavy bicycle of
my father. The seat was too high; when I swung a leg over, only my toes touched the
ground, as if I were sitting on a stubborn mule. The classmates who could ride had
all gone home after school. Only Ah Niu stayed, and he volunteered to hold the rear

rack for me.

We practiced on the dirt road by the river. Ah Niu gripped the rear rack with one
hand and carried his schoolbag in the other, running alongside the bike. His
breathing sounded right behind my ears, one breath after another. For one stretch I
rode so smoothly, the wind brushing past my ears. I thought he was still holding on,

so I gathered courage and turned a corner. When I looked back, he was gone. He had
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let go long ago and stood dozens of meters away, waving his arms at me. I panicked,
the handlebars wobbled, and I fell with the bike into a straw stack by the road. The
stack was soft, so I was not hurt; only the bike lay on top of me. Ah Niu ran over

and dug me out, and the two of us laughed in the straw until we could not breathe.

After that we took turns: he held for me, I held for him. Ah Niu was bold and
never angry after a fall. When his knee scraped open, he wiped it with his sleeve and
said it would heal by tomorrow. Once he rode too fast and squeezed the brake shut,
flipping over the handlebars, his chin scraped and beading with blood. I was
frightened, but he licked the corner of his mouth and said it was nothing, just a bit
of red paint added to the handlebars. Only then did I understand it was his skin, not

paint.

That winter the road froze hard, and we raced to see who could ride steadier,
from the old locust tree at the village entrance to the bridge tunnel, whoever kept
both feet off the ground. I lost, because a dog appeared halfway and my legs went
soft and stomped the ground. Ah Niu won without bragging; he just circled around me

and shouted: why fear a dog, a dog cannot ride a bike.

In the spring term of sixth grade, Ah Niu moved away with his father. Before
leaving he found me and pointed to the old bike he had learned on: my mother says it
is yours now, you ride it. The bike was old, but its chain was oiled, and its
handlebars were wrapped with a ring of cloth sewn by his mother, to stop the hands
slipping. I wanted to say something, but after a long struggle I only asked: when
will you come back. He thought a while and said: when I return, if you cannot ride

any tricks, I will teach you.

I still ride that bike today. Every time I get on, I cannot help looking back.
Behind me is empty; nobody grips the rear rack and runs along. But when the wind
blows, it seems one breath after another sounds again behind my ears. Ah Niu, on the
day you come back, I will ride a stretch for you, trick or not, with my feet never

touching the ground, all the way from the old locust tree to the bridge tunnel.
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Mum’ s First Time on a Bicycle

On Saturday morning, Mum stood at the gate of our neighborhood watching me learn
to ride. The coach held the rear rack while I circled the flower bed, lap after lap.
There was no worry on her face; instead there was something I could not name, like
envy, like regret. I stopped and asked what was wrong. She only shook her head and

said: ride one more lap.

That evening at dinner, Mum suddenly announced that she would learn to ride too.
The chopsticks of Dad froze in mid-air. Mum had never ridden a bicycle in her life.
Grandma was strict and said a girl riding a bike was improper, so Mum had not even
touched one at school. Dad came back to himself and said first: you are forty

already. Mum put down her bowl: so what if I am forty, is one too old to learn?

The next weekend, Mum borrowed an old bicycle from downstairs. The moment she
swung over it, the bike tilted, her feet could not hold, and she failed to sit steady
three times running. People downstairs gathered to watch, and her face turned deep
red. She asked me to drive them away. I said no, the more you chase them, the more
they watch. Mum set her teeth and said: let them watch.

Dad followed behind holding the bike, muttering: look ahead, do not stop, I am
here. The three phrases sounded familiar, word for word the same as the coach shouted
at me. Mum wobbled upright and upright wobbled, the handlebars twisting like a

disobedient snake. After two hours she suddenly rode straight, from one side of the
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flower bed to the other and back. The wind messed her hair, and she did not care.

Riding back to the start, Mum got off with red eyes and said one sentence: I can
ride, I can finally ride. Dad pretended to go park the bike and did not come back for
a long while. The neighbor aunt clapped, and Mum waved her hand, very slowly, as if

waving away forty years of regret one wave at a time.

Now Mum rides to the market every day, her basket full of scallions and eggs,
sometimes a bunch of cilantro. She never mentions the day she learned again, but she
keeps that old bike polished bright, its chain oiled, and once its bell is pressed it
rings all the way. Once after school I saw her riding ahead, her back perfectly
straight. I called out Mum, and she turned and smiled. Only when I grew up did I

understand what was on her face: it was a Saturday morning thirty years late.
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The 01d Blue Bicycle

Last week the property office cleaned the basement, and an old blue bicycle,
locked there for eight years, was carried out. Its handlebars were wrapped with an
old T-shirt, and I recognized it at a glance. The men asked who wanted it; nobody
answered. It was loaded onto a tricycle cart and jolted away. I do not know where it

went.

The bike belonged to Uncle Chen, a retired worker who lived on the first floor.
In the spring of sixth grade, I was the only one in class who could not ride. At
break the others raced to see who rode fastest while I watched, my chest tight. Uncle
Chen took pity on me and pushed this blue bike into the yard: practice on it, do not
be afraid, it is low, you cannot fall hard. The bike was old, its paint flaking, but
the chain was wiped bright, clearly a bike regularly oiled.

Afraid my hands would slip, he cut up an old T-shirt and wound it round and round
the handlebars, tight and dense, the ends glued down with tape. He even fixed the
muffled bell until it rang clean. He held me while I practiced and made only one
demand: keep your eyes ahead, not on your feet. I fell three times, all three at the
same corner, unable to twist the handlebars through. Later Uncle Chen stopped holding
and stood beyond the corner, shouting at me: do not clamp the brake shut, ease it,

just ease it.

On the fifth day I learned. That evening, while Uncle Chen smoked downstairs, I
rode for him, one lap around the yard. He forgot his cigarette and said only: slowly,
one more lap. I rode a second lap, and he smiled, letting ash fall on his trousers

without brushing it off.

That summer Uncle Chen moved to the home of his son, and the bike stayed in the
basement, locked. Locked for eight years: the chain rusted solid, the tires flat, the
cloth on the handlebars bleached white by time. Nobody touched it, as if an old

acquaintance sat in the yard that no one mentioned.

The day it was hauled away, I watched from the window for a long time. The yard
was empty. The flower bed was still the flower bed, the corner still the corner, only
nobody crouched beyond the corner anymore, shouting ease it, just ease it. I went
downstairs and stood in place for a while. The wind crossed the yard, and it struck

me that what the cart took away was not a heap of iron, but my whole sixth grade.
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