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The Dull-Belled 01d Bicycle of My Twentieth Year

I did not learn to ride a bicycle until I was twenty-one. Our family talked about
it for years; every time, my elder sister laughed and then added: a child from the

mountains — it is normal not to ride. The road from our village to the township was
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all stone; a bicycle could go in and not come out. Through all of primary school I

had seen only a few bicycles.

The year of the entrance exam I got into a middle school in the county seat. In
the first month, my classmates rode bicycles to and from school, pressing the bell as
they went by; I walked, forty minutes each way. My roommate Chunxia could not stand
watching it, and lent me the old bicycle of her family, telling me to learn on

weekends.

It was a very old bicycle: the rear half of its mudguard was missing, the spring
inside the seat poked out a small tip and bruised you, and its bell made a muffled,
mute sound when pressed. Chunxia said it was the bicycle her father had retired from

use — heavy, but steady, fit for a beginner.

I learned on the dirt road behind the school. That road led to the back mountain,
long in slope, with small vegetable plots opened along its edge. Chunxia held the
rear rack while I pedaled and she ran. On that first afternoon she steadied me dozens
of times and I wobbled dozens of times, and the old man weeding in the plots kept

looking over at us.

My falls were not serious — scraped knees and elbows. The shameful part was once
when the bicycle headed into the vegetable plot, and I chose to fall rather than run
over that row of seedlings. Chunxia said: if you fear the bicycle tipping, you will
never learn. I said: I do not fear the tipping; I fear there being no one behind me

holding on.

Chunxia thought of a method. She would hold on, let go halfway while running, and
let me pedal on my own — if I rode out, it counted. The first two times I looked
back, and she was standing where she had been, waving at me. On the next try I did
not look back. I pedaled out along half the slope, the wind passing along my ears,
and only then did it strike me: the bicycle was going by itself.

On that evening when I finally learned, I sat a long time at the top of the
slope. It was not joy; it was that I wanted to cry. Chunxia came over and asked what
I was crying about, and I could not explain. Among all the things other people could
do and I could not, in twenty—one years, this was the first time I felt that not—

knowing could really just be not—knowing — and then knowing.

After that I rode smoothly, cycling home on weekends to the village twenty 1i
away. The half-missing mudguard flung mud spots all down one leg of my trousers, and
the spring made me shift sitting positions constantly. In those two years I wore out
inner tubes on that bicycle, patched it four times, and the father of Chunxia never

took a single cent from me.

In the spring of graduation year, the bicycle was ridden away from the school
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gate — no lock cut, and the scarf of Chunxia was still in its basket. Chunxia did
not scold anyone; she only said: it was an old bicycle, everyone needed one at some

point. As if once it had finished its one job, it was due to go.

The year before last I taught my own daughter to ride. She is seven, on a light
bicycle with training wheels, and her falls are gentle. I held the rear seat and ran,
and running, I suddenly remembered that slope where Chunxia let go, and my own
twentieth year when I did not look back. After my daughter rode out she turned and

called for me; I waved at her, exactly the way Chunxia once waved.

I still rarely ride out these days; the metro and buses are far faster. But the
bicycle I remember most firmly in this life had half a mudguard missing and a mute
bell. It taught me that learning something late is not a flaw — everyone has their
own slope. What my daughter can do at seven I could only do at twenty, yet on the day

I rode out, the wind was the same wind as hers.
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