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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

let go long ago and stood dozens of meters away, waving his arms at me. I panicked,
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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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