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The Last One in Class Who Could Ride

In fourth grade, of the forty—seven students in my class, forty—six could ride.
Only one could not: me, a girl, boarding at school, never biking home on weekends.
Once this got around, I became a rarity; whoever won a race detoured past my window

to shout about it.

The one who taught me was my deskmate, Lin Xiaoman. Her family ran a tofu
workshop; she rose before dawn to grind beans, riding an old bike with a wide rear
seat whose basket forever smelled of brine. She said: I will teach you on the

weekend, behind our workshop there is a yard, nobody around.

That Saturday morning I followed her there. The yard held vats of soaking beans.
She wiped the bike down before letting me on. Her way of holding was unlike others:
she did not grip the rack but reached her hand into my back collar and held it there,
saying that way she could 1lift me clear if I fell. I believed her and pedaled with
courage. The moment the bike tilted she really hoisted me off it, my upper body

hanging in the air. I broke out in a sweat of fright while she doubled over laughing.
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By noon I could ride full laps in the yard. Lin Xiaoman let go and stood by the
vat, then suddenly said: you have it, you have it, listen, the chain has stopped
clattering. 1 stopped. She pointed at the chain: when you are nervous you stomp hard

and it clatters; relax and it goes quiet. Only then did I learn that a bicycle speaks
for its rider.

On Sunday she added a lesson: she sat on the rear seat. She said she was heavy,
which steadies the bike, and I should practice carrying a person. I circled the yard
with her aboard, her brine smell wrapping around me, both of us laughing. After five

laps she said it was enough, and from next week I should bike home instead of

walking.

From that summer I biked home every weekend, twelve 1i of dirt road. Later I
entered the city high school and the road became twenty—-six 1i, and I still biked.
Through university and into the city I ride less now, yet every time I pass a tofu

workshop my nose still twitches.

At the Spring Festival class reunion the year before last, the workshop had
passed to her brother and she worked in the city. She asked if I still ride. I said
yes. She nodded and said something strange: remember the day you first learned, when
the chain went quiet. I said I remembered. She smiled: that was a sentence only the

two of us could hear.
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