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The 01d Bicycle in the Corner of the Wall

Today while clearing out the old house, I knocked over a bicycle in the corner of
the wall. It fell with a dull thud that startled the cicadas in the courtyard into

one instant of silence, after which their song layered back up, layer by layer.

I straightened up holding the frame, my palm coated in dust. The handlebar was
bent, the brake pads hard as old bark, and one end of the seat spring poked out and

pressed into my palm. This was the bicycle.
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This year the courtyard plane tree holds an unusual number of cicadas. Their
empty shells still hang on the trunk; squeeze one and it crumbles to flakes. As a
child I never thought there were many cicadas — only that evening came slowly. The
sun took a long time to sink behind the rooftops, and the cicadas waited inside that

stretch of time, and once they opened their throats, the whole lane belonged to them.

I learned balance on that bicycle one such summer, circling it around this
courtyard. First around the plane tree, then around the well, then around the whole
courtyard. Wherever my father stood, I could see him. Once he planted himself, his

back to the west—facing wall, his shadow slanted across the ground to my feet.

His back was broad. That was the verdict of a child. He carried me to the movies
on it, carried a fifty—jin sack of flour up five flights of stairs, back bowed, neck
reaching forward, like an old ox under a heavy load. Flat on that back, [ felt that
even if the sky fell, he would hold it up.

On those evenings of practice, that back was always behind the bicycle. When I
fell, it crouched down; when I steadied, it straightened and jogged. The cicadas made
the evening hot with their noise, and his sweat ringed the back of his jacket with
white salt. Sitting on the rear seat holding his waist, my fingers could feel the
stiff salt stains in the cloth.

After I learned, I never sat on the rear seat again, and he never held the
bicycle again. Once I rode home fast, charging from the mouth of the lane, and when I
braked and looked back, he was still standing under the old locust tree at the lane
mouth, his back to me, looking elsewhere, as if he had not watched at all. Years
later my mother told me that for days he had stood at the lane mouth every day,

watching me ride past, then walking home.

The bicycle stood in corners for years. I got a new one in middle school; when I
came back for university it was in the storage room, and later it moved into the
corner of this old house. The chain rusted solid, the bell went mute, and nobody

threw it away. My father said, keep it, it takes up no room.

The cicadas are still singing. I propped the rusted bicycle up in the courtyard
and tried one lap. The chain would not move; the pedals spun empty; the bicycle
wobbled twice and my foot caught it. Forty years on, the balance is still in my legs,

but the one who held the seat is gone.

I wiped the bicycle down. The rust would not come off, so I straightened the
handlebar and let it stand upright in the corner again. The cicada song surged in
wave after wave from the plane tree, like an evening many years ago when the whole

lane was making way for a bicycle.

Some things rust in a corner not because they are useless. They stand there, and
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summer knows the road back.
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