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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
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ahead.

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 1is
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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The Classmate Who Came from the Mountains

In the spring term of fifth grade a transfer student from the mountains joined
our class. We called him Stone. He was tall and strong, eight pull-ups on the bar in
one breath, yet by the second week everyone knew his weakness: he could not ride a
bicycle. The whole class could, only he could not. Some laughed, and he turned red

and said nothing.

After school our ways overlapped; he walked and I rode. Once he suddenly said:
teach me to ride, and I will teach you somersaults in exchange. 1 agreed. The next
day he really did two proper cartwheels for me on the playground mat; my backside

hurt from my own clumsy try while he landed steady. A fair trade, I admitted.

Teaching Stone was harder than teaching others. Not because he was slow, but
because he was too steady. Used to mountain paths, his upper body would not sway at
all, and the bike could not stand. I shouted to twist back when it leaned, but he
twisted half a beat late, and man and bike toppled together. He fell more than ten
times without a sound, dusted himself off, and got back on. I was the one who got
flustered first, and he ended up comforting me: it is fine, we mountain people are

used to falling.

The turn came on a Saturday. I told him not to watch the bike but twenty meters

ahead, and to move his mountain steps into his pedaling legs. Suddenly he went
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straight, riding from one end of the playground to the other, faster and faster, the
wind ballooning his uniform. He braked at the edge, turned to look at me, his face
still showing little, but his eyes shining fiercely. He said one sentence: so riding

is just walking, only walking on one leg switched.

Later Stone learned to carry a passenger, to ride no hands, and to ease rather
than clamp on downhill. That summer he returned to the mountains and brought me a bag
of wild walnuts when school reopened. He told me cement roads had reached the
village, his cousins all rode now, only his father still could not, and he would
teach him when he went back. He said it with great seriousness, like signing up for a

mission.

We went to different schools after graduation and lost touch. The year before
last I saw him at a subway entrance in the city, picking someone up on a shared bike,
moving deftly. He recognized me, rang once, and repeated the line from those days:
riding is just walking, walking on one leg switched. I stood there smiling. Stone,
you surely taught your father too. Mountain people learn anything fast, because they

are not afraid to fall.
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This Spring My Daughter Learned to Ride

The spring my daughter turned eight, I removed the training wheels from her
bicycle. While I removed them she asked: will I have learned once they are off. I
said no:; taking them off only marks the beginning of falling. She hugged the
handlebars and would not let go: then do not take them off yet. I said all right,

next week. The bike stood on the balcony for a week, and she glanced at it every day.

We removed them the second Saturday, at the little plaza downstairs. I held the
rear seat. Her first words on the bike were: Dad, hold on tight. I said no; in a
while I will let go. She said that would not do. I said I will tell you before I let
go; that is the rule. She thought it over and agreed.

Three times I announced I was about to let go, and three times she made me keep
holding. The fourth time I let go quietly while she rode straight, and she made five
or six meters before noticing; she turned her head, the bike tilted, and she sat down
on the ground. No tears. Her first words sitting there were: you lied, you said you
would tell me. I came to lift her; she pushed my hand away, stood up herself, and

said: again, and this time you must say it before letting go.

By noon she could loop half the plaza. She found the trick herself: at low speed
the bike tips easily, and a little faster is steadier. I said right, that is the
roly—-poly principle; ride fast and the bike finds its own balance. She was not
convinced: what principle, this one I tested out myself. Fine, she tested it out
herself.

She truly learned on the fifth Saturday. She rode from one side of the plaza to
the other and completed a full lap, stopping in front of me sweat—soaked on her
forehead, breathing hard: Dad, I rode a whole lap by myself. I said uh-huh. Unhappy
with my flatness, she added: a whole lap, without one touch of holding! Only then did

I 1ift her up and spin twice, and everyone in the plaza watched us.

Later she biked to school and rode better than me, unhurried downhill, deft in
corners. Once I rode my own old bike from younger days, its bars too wide, turning

clumsily, and she called back from ahead: Dad, slow down, do not fall. Hearing that
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sentence I froze on the bike for one second, then laughed.

In that spring of teaching her, I also learned one thing: say it before letting
go, for a child wants honesty, not protection. I have used this line for years. When
she entered middle school and boarded, every time I dropped her at the school gate 1
said only: Dad will not come in, walk in yourself. She looked back, nodded, and went
in. Father and daughter have understood this rule ever since a bicycle with its

training wheels removed.
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