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Grandpa Who Drove Big Trucks

I learned to ride from my grandpa. He drove heavy trucks for thirty years on long
routes. The year he retired he came home with empty hands, no steering wheel left to
hold. On my sixth birthday he wheeled a small bike in from somewhere, a red cloth

strip tied to its handlebars.

He taught me using the language of a truck driver. He called the handlebars the
steering wheel, the pedals the throttle, and braking easing onto the brake. He said
do not mind the wobble; even a big truck wobbles on the expressway. Keep your hands
loose and your eyes far ahead, look far, never stare at the wheel under your feet. 1

was small then and did not know what an expressway was, but I kept one line: eyes far

ahead.
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The fall happened at the bottom of a slope. Behind our compound lay a gentle
hill. Grandpa forbade riding uphill; only downhill trains a person. Going down I
eased the brake, the bike shuddered, I panicked and clamped it shut, and flipped over
the handlebars, my chin hitting the curb, skin broken, blood seeping. I sat waiting
to be lifted. He did not lift me. He squatted beside me and said: when a truck
overturns the driver cannot cry either; check the person first, then the vehicle. 1
wiped my face, got up myself, righted the bike, and checked it over. The handlebars
had bent a hair.

He took a wrench from his pocket and twisted the bars straight, then patted my
hand: remember, falling is not frightening; falling without knowing why is
frightening. Why did you fall? You clamped the brake shut. Next time ease it, just a
little. Next time I did ease it, and the bike shook but did not flip, like riding a
sulking little horse.

On the seventh evening I slid from the top of the slope to the bottom without
touching my feet down. Grandpa stood at the bottom with his hands behind his back,
the setting sun on him. He said one line: all right, you have graduated. Then he
fished out a handful of fruit candies from his pocket; they had been in there for
days, the wrappers gone soft from his body heat.

The year grandpa died I was in middle school. Sorting his belongings I found a
notebook in his drawer. Its early pages recorded fuel money and tolls; the last page
held a drawing of a bicycle, crooked and clumsy, with one line beside it: the small
bike is harder than the big truck, and the boy fell without crying, good boy. I kept
that notebook.

I have driven for many years now, and on the expressway it truly does not wobble;
eyes far ahead has become a habit. Every time I see a child dozing on the back seat
through the rear mirror, I think of the man standing at the foot of the slope with
hands behind his back. Grandpa, that little bike you drew, I have ridden it for many

years since, and never once flipped again.
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