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The Calluses on the Hands of My Father

The bicycle was wheeled out of the storage room on a Saturday morning in my third
year of primary school, its chain rusted red. All the neighborhood children could
ride by then; after school they streamed past in groups, and I kept finding excuses

to avoid that street.

My father crouched to adjust the seat, and I saw the cracks in his palms. He
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repairs machines for a living, and machine oil has worked into the lines of his skin

and never washes off completely.

He said he would hold the back of the seat and I only needed to pedal. The first
time, the handlebar twisted left and right like a live snake, and I jumped off just

in time.

He told me to keep my eyes forward and not look at the wheels. I rode ten meters,
then fifteen, and the bicycle slowly stopped wobbling. I got cocky and turned to look
at him — behind the seat there was nobody. He had let go long ago and stood by the

trash can at the mouth of the lane, wiping his hands with a rag.

I lost my nerve, the bicycle tipped to the right, and it fell across my shin. The
pedal had cut a mark into my leg, stinging more than bleeding. I sat on the ground

and said I would never ride again, that I quit.

My father did not scold me. He lifted the bicycle, looked at my leg, and said we

would rest a while and then get back on.

I wiped my face. I was not really crying; my face was just covered with dust and

sweat. My father wiped my leg with a wet towel and patted the dirt off the pedal.

When I got back on, he held the seat and ran alongside. His broad palm rested on

the edge of the seat, its calluses brushing my wrist, rough but steady.

That afternoon we practiced again and again. He let go once, then twice more, and
every time he released he shouted from behind that he was not holding on, his
footsteps growing faster and faster. My mother called us for dinner from upstairs,

and neither of us answered.

Once I wobbled again, and my foot had barely touched the ground when he called
out from behind: do not stop, keep pedaling. I gritted my teeth and kept pedaling,

and the bicycle straightened on its own.

When I could finally ride the whole length of the lane with no one holding, the
wind blew into my sleeves and made them swell like balloons. I pedaled hard, wanting
to tell my father, but when I turned I saw him standing at the mouth of the lane,

hands on his knees, breathing hard, his shirt soaked through.

He had been running behind me the whole time. He said later that every time he

let go, his heart beat faster than mine.

Now whenever I pass that trash can at the mouth of the lane, I always slow down.
I did not learn to ride all by myself, and the one who kept going forward was not

only me.
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The Fourth Lap in the Early Morning

On the first day of summer vacation, my mother wheeled the small-wheeled bicycle
down to the open ground below our building and said I had to learn it that summer, no
excuses. My cousin upstairs rode like the wind, round and round the flower bed, and

it made my heart itch to watch.

My father came home from work with his sleeves still rolled up, listened to my
mother, then straightened the bicycle and told me to swing my leg over. He said he
would hold the back of the seat and I only needed to pedal.

On the first lap he still followed. On the second lap I heard my mother calling
from behind, turned my head, and the bicycle tipped, dropping me into the grass with
a scraped knee. My father crouched to look and wiped the grass bits off my knee with

a handkerchief he always carried.

I sat in the grass sulking, convinced that one fall proved I had no talent. My
father offered no grand reasoning, only: again, and this time keep your eyes on where

you want to go, not on the wheels.

When I got back on, I rode carefully, both hands gripping the handlebar so hard
my knuckles turned white. Whenever I reached the flower bed I squeezed the brake
early, preferring to stop rather than risk the turn. My father said, if you are

afraid of turning, turn slowly, and do not stiffen your body.

I stared at the willow tree across from the flower bed, turned slowly, and
actually made it past. The wind brushed past my ears, my chest warmed, and I nearly

wobbled again.

In the cool of the evening we kept practicing. Once I was riding smoothly and got
showy, steering with one hand; the front of the bicycle swung, and I slid right off
the seat and landed on the ground. This time my father laughed, but after laughing he

still pulled me up and said one—handed riding could wait until I had truly learned.

That night I sat on the steps looking at the dark open ground downstairs and told
my mother that other people were born knowing how to ride, and I was probably just

one of the kids who never could.

My mother said that when your father was a boy he learned on a dirt road and fell
far harder than this. She said we could try again tomorrow, and that if I did not
try, nobody would laugh at me — I would simply have to walk everywhere for the rest

of my life.

The next morning I got up early and pushed the bicycle down to the open ground

myself. Nobody was holding it. I swung one leg over, kept one foot on the ground, and
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pedaled around slowly, lap by lap. At the flower bed I slowed ahead of time and

turned through it, then went on and turned through another.

My father passed by the open ground on his way to work, stood outside the fence
and watched for a while without calling me, and only after I finished the fourth lap
did he raise a thumb and head off to work.

After that I rode farther and farther, from the open ground to the gate of the
compound and back. The uphill stretch was hard; my face turned red with effort, but I

never got off to push. I moved up it inch by inch.

On the night before school reopened, my cousin came over and said we could ride
to school together from now on. I said out loud, big deal, but inside I was already

dancing.

That summer I fell many times, and the scar on my knee is still there. But what I

remember most clearly is that fourth early-morning lap with nobody holding on.
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The 01d Bicycle Standing at the Door

The second—hand bicycle was one my father dug out of a scrap yard, for two
hundred yuan. The chain was new, but the bell was mute. The handlebar was wrapped
with an old cloth strip, wound tight by the hands of my father himself, its ends

tucked in neatly.

Every evening after work my father took me into the lane to practice. He held the
back of the seat while I pedaled. The lane was short, fifty steps from the well to

the corner, and he had me ride back and forth until he called stop.

Once I turned too sharply and fell with the bicycle at the edge of the well, my
palm scraped wide open, beads of blood seeping out. A boy from my class crouched by

the well watching, and laughed, saying: riding like that after a fall like that.

That evening I pushed the bicycle into the storage room and did not touch it
again. For days, whenever my father came home from work and asked, come on, practice?
I said my hand hurt. He said if the hand hurts, train the legs. I said I had homework
today.

My father neither lost his temper nor mentioned the bicycle. He simply wheeled it
out of the storage room and propped it up at our front door. Every morning and every

afternoon, on my way to and from school, it stood there, bell mute, cloth strip old.

On a weekend morning the house was empty. My father was still on the night shift,
and my mother had gone to buy groceries. I stood at the door looking at that bicycle

for a while, then propped it upright and swung my leg over.

No one was holding it. First I circled the courtyard, one lap, two laps, my foot
tapping the ground. Then my foot left the ground, the bicycle wobbled twice, and

steadied. I rode out the gate into the lane, from the well to the corner.
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At the turn I squeezed the brake early, leaned my body in, and the wheel skimmed
past the base of the wall. No fall. I pedaled back, then out again. The bell made no

sound, but something inside me was ringing.

That evening my father came home from the night shift, and I was waiting for him
at the mouth of the lane. I said, Dad, I can ride. He stood still and looked at me
for two seconds, then asked, did you fall? I said no. He nodded and said, all right,

let us go home and eat.

At dinner he told my mother that once the bicycle was propped at the door, he
knew it was only a matter of time. My mother asked whether he was not afraid I really
would not learn. He said forcing it is useless; with the bicycle standing right under

his eyes, he will walk over to it himself.

I rode that second—hand bicycle to school for years afterward. The bell stayed
mute, and when I passed someone I just called out to let them know. Later I got a new
bicycle, and the old one stood in the storage room, still wrapped with the same strip
of cloth.

The scraped patch on my palm disappeared long ago, but every time I pass the
well, I remember the boy who laughed at me — and even more, those days the bicycle

stood at the door. It never said a word, and it worked better than any words.
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