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Grandma Sits and Watches

The weekend my grandson learned to ride a bicycle, his parents were both working
overtime, and the job of minding the child fell to me. The basketball court in our
compound was quiet in the morning, and I pushed the twelve—inch little bike to the
sideline, thinking I would simply hold on and run alongside, my body still sturdy

enough.

In the first ten minutes I already broke my own rule. Every time the bike tilted
I reached out, and half my arm hung on the handlebars. The grandson lost patience and
said, Grandma, go away, I will ride by myself. I answered yes with my mouth while my
feet kept walking. He twisted the pedals in a huff, the front wheel struck the curb,

and he and the bike rolled over, leaving a red scrape on his little shin.
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I rushed forward to pick him up, but my own knees went soft first, and I only
steadied myself by holding the iron fence at the sideline. The grandson sat on the
ground, face up, looking at me, not crying, not reaching out a hand. In that moment I
suddenly remembered my son as a boy, how he too got up by himself, and the one who
had held him then was his father, not me. I wiped my hands on my apron and retreated

to sit on the bench at the sideline, saying, all right, Grandma will sit and watch.

Sitting on the bench was ten times harder than running and holding. Every time
the bike wobbled, both my hands creased the strap of my cloth bag, and I nearly
sprang up and sat back down. The old men playing at the sideline laughed at me,
saying, old lady, you are more nervous than the child. I said, yes, this is my second

time learning to ride a bicycle; he learns the wheels, I learn to sit.

Past ten in the morning the grandson could already ride a full lap around the
basketball court. He passed me without calling stop, going by like the wind, and
coming back like the wind from the other end. I sat on the bench, and my shadow ran
along with him for me. Once he hit a small pebble, wobbled twice, and steadied
himself without falling. The hand that had been gripping the bag strap loosened at

exactly that moment.

At noon my son came back to fetch us and saw the grandson riding his bike into
the stairway, frozen on the spot. The grandson said, I fell once, and Grandma did not
hold me up. My son looked at me, and I felt a little guilty, saying, at that fall I
almost reached out, and failed to. My son said, Mom, your not reaching out was better

than reaching out.

That night I turned the day over and over in my mind. Someone who had raised one
batch of children thought she could raise a second, and only then learned that after
twenty years the hand shoots out before the head does. 0ld people love their
grandchildren, and the love lies precisely in not being able to hold back, yet the

very step on which a child grows up lands on whether the adult can hold back.

Later, on the birthday of the grandson, I gave him a pair of knee pads. On the
card I had his mother write one line for me: when you fall, get up yourself, and
Grandma will sit and watch. That line was written for myself too. My second time

learning to ride a bicycle was slow, but I learned it after all.
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