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The Spatula Tucked in the Apron

On the open lot below our building, for a stretch of days there was always a boy
learning to ride. His bike was green and taller than half of him. His father dropped
the seat to its lowest, and the feet of the boy could still only touch the ground on

their toes.

After school I often detoured through the lot to play, though mostly I went to
watch them. The boy rode wildly. The front wheel grazed the curb one moment and swung
toward the flower bed the next, while his father jogged behind, briefcase still in
hand, never setting it down. Once he rode too fast, the front wheel ran over a shard
of brick, the bike tipped right, he jumped left, saved neither, and man and bike
crashed together on the rim of the lot. That fall landed loud and solid. The boy sat
on the ground, looked at his own hands first, then at the people gathering, then his

mouth crumpled and he cried out, cried loud enough for the whole lot to hear.

His mother came out of the stairwell with her apron still on, a spatula in her
hand. She walked over and squatted in front of him. She looked at his knee before she
looked at the bike. The trouser leg was scraped through. She tried to wipe it with
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the corner of her apron, could not, went home, and came back with a half-basin of
warm water, squatting there to wash his leg. When she finished she tucked the spatula
into her apron strap, lifted the green bike upright, and said: the bike is standing
up, so you stand up too. The boy sobbed and stayed down. She did not hurry him; she
just squatted beside him and waited. After perhaps half a minute, he grabbed the
handlebar and got up by himself.

When he rode again, his mother stood in the middle of the lot with both hands in
her apron pockets. The boy rode in crooked circles, but each circle a little
straighter than the last. His father crouched by the curb tying his shoes and never
finished tying them. By dusk the boy was riding like someone who knew how, lap after
lap around the lot, the chain clicking through the gathering dark, while his mother
stood at the building entrance holding the empty basin, watching one bicycle circle

one open space.

Later the lot was paved with asphalt, and the green bike was never seen there
again. People say the boy is in middle school now and rides faster than anyone. But I
remember the fit of crying he had sitting on the ground, and his mother squatting at

the edge of the dirt washing his leg, and that spatula tucked into her apron strap.
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