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The Weld Scars at the Flea Market

The flea market sat behind the river embankment. It opened on Sunday mornings and
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was cleared away by noon. Stalls pressed against stalls: radios, thermos flasks,
bundles of old wire sold by weight for the copper inside. In the back row I saw an
old—fashioned bicycle, its black paint flaked off over most of the frame, rust—-brown
showing through, with two iron patches welded above the rear wheel, the welds bulging

like two scars.

The seller was a skinny old man smoking on a small stool. I crouched to look at
the welds. The work was of the old school: the iron patches cut square, all four
corners rounded before welding. The old man said this bicycle had been collected over
a decade ago and nobody wanted it; the chain was still original; heavy, yes, but it

would not break.

I recognized this welding style. Master Sun, the repairman at the gate of our
family compound, patched rear forks exactly like this: first a scrap of inner tube as
a pad, the corners of the iron patch rounded, then after welding he filed half of the
bulge flat and left half, he said, as a mark, so that next time something cracked,

one glance showed it was his repair.

The bicycle I learned on as a child had its rear fork patched by Master Sun. It
was an old bicycle borrowed from my uncle, with the seat raised to its highest and
still below my waist. I learned on the open ground under the embankment, where the
river wind pushed the sand along in layers. My uncle held the rear seat and ran,

faster than a man of his age should.

Once I heard no footsteps behind me, and when I looked back he was standing
fifteen paces away with both hands on his hips. In that panic the bicycle tipped and
my knee struck the sand and scraped open. I did not cry. I got up and straightened
the bicycle. My uncle did not help me up either; he only said: again, keep your eyes

on the far bank, not on your feet.

That was where I learned to ride. On the evening I finally managed it, I rode
slowly, the chain clattering, and my uncle walked behind me the whole way without a
word; he kept smiling all the way home and only stopped smiling when we passed
through the courtyard gate. Years later the bicycle rusted through, and my uncle sold

it, he said, to the old-collections dealer.

Decades have passed. The embankment is still there, and the open ground beneath
it has been painted into parking spaces. the repair stall of Master Sun is long gone;
I heard he moved back to his hometown. I stood at the stall and asked the old man how
much for the bicycle. He held up one finger, then added: not cheap, it is heavy. 1

said: heavy is good, heavy holds the road.

The old man stood the bicycle up and handed it to me. I swung over and tested it

twice on the dirt lane of the market. The handlebar was heavy, the brakes were heavy;
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squeeze them and the whole bicycle slowed down along with you, unlike modern bicycles
that stop the instant you touch them, stopping so abruptly it feels rude. Riding an
old bicycle is like coaxing an old—tempered person: only if you take it slowly will

it agree to go.

In the end I did not buy it. I pedaled it back to the stall and told the old man
I would have nowhere to keep it. He said: then why ask about it. I could not answer:
I only wanted to look once more at the welding style of Master Sun, look once more
and know that things patched that way really existed in this world, and so did the

people who ran while holding me up.

Nowadays I ride a light folding bicycle with a combination lock. But every weight
I remember is heavy: the palms jolted by a twenty—eight—inch tire crossing a speed
bump, the borrowed old bicycle under the embankment, and the hands of my uncle
standing fifteen paces away with arms crossed. Heavy things hold the road — and so

do people.
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