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The Afternoons at Both Ends of the Lane

The lane in front of the old house was straight and long, its blue stone slabs
polished bright by the feet of several generations. Right after my daughter turned
six, her uncle removed the training wheels from the small bike and pushed it to the
mouth of the lane, saying she would learn right here, with one of us watching at each

end.

On the first afternoon she fell four times. The first time she hit the threshold
stone and her calf turned blue; the second time she and the bike toppled into the

shallow ditch beside the lane, and her trouser legs were covered with mud. I squatted
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at the lane mouth and did not move, pinching my own wrist from inside my hands. She
sat in the mud and cried, then dragged the bike out of the ditch by herself and
shouted to me, Dad, come see whether the bike is broken. I walked over, straightened

the handlebars for her only, and let her do the rest.

Her uncle could not stand it from the other end and said, what kind of father are
you. I said, if I reach out a hand, she learns there is a way back; not helping today
is to let her know there is no way back, but someone is watching. I said it stiffly,

and it was really said to myself, because a father hands are the itchiest of all.

On the second afternoon she fell only once, at the turning, scraping the heel of
her palm a little. She blew on it and rode again. The doors at both ends of the lane
were open, and a neighbor handed out half a bandage; she took it and applied it
herself, crooked, and did not care. 1 suddenly noticed that all the adults and
children in the lane took one thing for granted: when you fall, get up first by

yourself.

On the third afternoon I pretended at the lane mouth to look at my phone, while
all my eyes lived in the peripheral vision of the lenses. She rode faster and faster,
and the wind lifted her hair. Only then did I realize that since the second afternoon
I had not touched that bike once. Letting go is not a decision taken at one moment;

it is a hand loosening bit by bit, by itself.

She rode to the mouth of the lane, squeezed the brake, touched the ground with
her feet, and looked up and smiled at me, showing the half-missing front tooth. She
said, Dad, I fell five times and rode six times, I won. I nodded and said that

arithmetic is right.

That evening her mother was applying medicine to her and asked whether she had
been afraid. She said yes, but after each fall the bike was still there, and Dad was
still at the lane mouth, so she was not afraid. I heard it from outside the door and
did not answer. It turns out the child sees the patience of adults perfectly clearly:

she did not need a hand, she needed the person at the lane mouth not to leave.

Later my daughter went to school, went to school by bicycle, crossed the overpass
by bicycle; she still fell, but less often. I often think of those afternoons at the
far end of the lane, and of myself pinching my wrist. Teaching a child to ride a
bicycle teaches, in fact, not the bike, but the belief that when you fall you can get

up, and when you get up someone is still watching.
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