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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
repairs machines for a living, and machine oil has worked into the lines of his skin

and never washes off completely.
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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. 1 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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