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Eyes Forward, Do Not Clamp the Brake

Our lane was woken by cicadas in summer and lulled to sleep by them too. One cry
at dawn, a whole sheet at dusk, and at night when they tired, only a few scattered

throats remained, like someone coughing far away.

The fiercest cicadas came the August [ learned to ride. The plane tree leaves
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curled in the heat, but the cicadas paid no mind; flat on the undersides of the
leaves they screamed until the air itself trembled. When the heat retreated at dusk
their song only thickened, so dense it seemed someone had stirred all the sounds of

the lane into one pot.

It was inside that sound that my father taught me to ride. He was a man of few
words, and holding the bicycle he said only a handful of them: eyes forward. Do not
clamp the brake. Do not stiffen up. The cicadas were so loud that he had to force
those words out, so I heard each one with special clarity, and later every one of

them grew into my bones.

For the first days he held on. Then he half-held, half-let—go. Then one time I
rode the whole length of the lane and turned around to see him standing by the well,

his back to me, bending down to tie his shoelace. He had not been holding at all.

I pedaled back and called to him. He straightened up, wiped the backs of his
hands on his trouser legs, and said, I was tying my shoe, you were riding your
bicycle. Then he turned and walked home ahead of me, his back swinging under the
streetlamp. That back was not a handsome sight — the work jacket hung loose on it,

one shoulder higher than the other from years of carrying loads askew.

I walked behind him pushing the bicycle. The cicadas accompanied us overhead all
the way from the well to the courtyard gate. His shadow stretched and shortened in

front of me, and I stepped on it the whole way home.

That night I lay on the cool mat while the cicadas still sang. I turned the image
of his receding back over and over in my mind — when exactly he had let go, whether
the hands tying that shoelace had been shaking. Somewhere in the turning I fell
asleep, and in the dream I rode that lane again, the cicada song parting to make a

road, and at both ends of it stood my father.

Later I rode a bicycle to the town middle school, and on weekends I rode home.
The cicadas at the lane mouth would erupt at the sound of my chain, like a formed
guard of honor. My father no longer stood at the lane mouth; he stood at the
courtyard gate, and at the first sound he would turn and go into the kitchen and
bring out the meal. He never said I rode well. He only said you came home early

today.

Later still, the lane got streetlamps, half the plane trees were cut down, and
the cicadas thinned year by year. My father grew old, and his back truly hunched; to
bend down and tie a shoelace he had to brace a hand on his knee to rise again. 1
tried to help him up once; he dodged my hand, straightened slowly by himself, and

said this waist of mine works worse than a bicycle.

This summer when I went back, I rode the old bicycle one lap through the lane.
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The cicadas on the surviving plane tree answered once — only once. I stopped at the
well. The well had been filled in, but its stone curb remained, and along its edge

was an old scrape mark, made the year I fell onto it.

I sat by that scrape for a while. The cicada song was sparse now, but the wind
was still the evening wind. I know some things scatter and are gone for good, but
they scatter into sound — the moment a cicada sings, the back that held the bicycle,
that wiped itself on trouser legs, whose shoulders sat one high and one low, is

standing by the well again.
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