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The Twenty-Eight—-Inch Bicycle and the Man at the Bottom
of the Slope

The old bicycle at home was a twenty—eight—inch model for men: black, with a
crossbar so high and thick that you had to swing your leg under it to get on. Every
man in the generation of my father owned one — Phoenix or Forever brand — and one

press of the bell could be heard through the whole dormitory building.
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The year I entered fourth grade, my height barely reached the seat. When swinging
under the bar, you had to tuck your trouser cuffs into your socks first, or they
would catch in the chain and a strip of cloth would be shredded to rags. That was a

lesson learned even before learning to ride.

I learned on the slope inside the family compound. My father did not hold the
bicycle; he only stood at the bottom of the slope. He said this bicycle is heavy, it
will not crush you, and when it falls it hurts slowly. He told me to coast down from
the top without pedaling, just keeping the handlebar steady with the slope running

under me.

For the first several tries the handlebar tipped to one side, and I sat on the
slope hugging the bicycle, man and machine piled together, neither one heavy, just
impossible to get up from. My father stayed put at the bottom and called out: get off
first, straighten the bicycle, then swing your leg under again. The same sequence

every time.

Around the fifteenth coast, I came down the slope straight. My father said, now
try pedaling twice. The downhill wind carried the bicycle; I pedaled twice, and the
chain roared once. That sound was nothing like a modern geared bicycle — it was the

sound of iron, whole and solid.

The day I finally learned, I told no one. I rode one lap around the compound by
myself. The twenty—eight—-inch tires thumped over the speed bump, and the handlebar
jolted my palms numb. Passing the gatehouse, 0ld Li the caretaker said, oh, you can

ride now. I pretended not to hear and pedaled faster, but my ears stood wide open.

That bicycle was ridden for many years after. The rear seat carried my sister;
the top tube carried the cabbage my mother bought at the market; the front basket
carried honeycomb briquettes. Its chain was oiled countless times, and its rear forks

were welded twice, the welds bulging like two scars.

The year I entered high school we moved, and the new place had a shed where the
old bicycle stood at the very back. New bicycles were bought one after another, and
the twenty—-eight—inch model leaned further against the wall each year. After
graduation and work I visited it twice; it was still there, tires flat, two spokes

broken.

The year before last my father phoned to say that Old Li had died, the gatehouse
had been demolished, and the old twenty—eight—inch bicycle had been taken away by the
scrap collector — eight jin of iron, sold by weight. He was laughing as he said it,

then paused after the laugh and said: you rode that bicycle when you were little.

I paused too. What came back to me was not the wind of the day I learned, but the
man who stood still at the bottom of the slope. He stood there and watched me fall a
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dozen times, never once coming up to hold the bicycle, never once getting those three

instructions wrong: get off first, straighten the bicycle, then swing your leg under.

Now the streets are full of bicycles that are light, small, foldable, and nobody
swings under a crossbar anymore. But the heaviest bicycle I ever rode thumped my
palms numb over speed bumps, and its chain rang like a single slab of iron singing
The day it was sold by weight, the pause my father made on the phone was louder than
that chain.
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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
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
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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;
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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The Dull-Belled 0l1d 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
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,
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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
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
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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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