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The Lot, the Bricks, and a Bunch of Celery

South of our housing complex there was an open lot. It used to be packed with
parked cars; later the cars moved away and revealed the concrete, with a few foxtail
grasses pushing up through the cracks. Dad carried that little red bicycle to the

middle of the lot and said: right here, we practice.

I sat on it; my feet could barely reach the ground. The handlebar was heavier
than I expected. One twist to the left and the whole frame swayed with it. Dad stood
behind holding on. I pedaled three rounds and heard the soles of his shoes scuffing
on the concrete. A little wind came up, and my courage came up with it. I shouted at
Dad to let go. He did. The front wheel at once began drawing crooked lines, wider and
wider, until it headed straight for the pile of bricks by the curb. I squeezed the
brake hard. The bike did not stop; I flew off first. My palm and my knee both scraped

open, and beads of blood rose on the knee.

A few old ladies sat at the edge of the lot, and one cried out. My tears arrived

www. vv99. net



before the pain did and came down in a flood; the more I wiped, the more there were,
so I just sat on the ground and cried. The bicycle lay beside me, its front wheel
still turning slowly. I felt that every eye on the lot was looking at me, even those

few foxtail grasses.

Mom came over from the building entrance, still carrying the celery she had been
cleaning, only half done. She did not lift me up. She squatted first to look at my
knee, used her thumb to brush the dust away from the edge of the blood beads, and
said: if it hurts, cry; when you are done crying, keep practicing. She stood the bike
up, straightened the handlebar, and pushed it in front of me. The bike is not broken,
she said, and neither are you. What matters is whether you will detour around bricks
for the rest of your life. I wiped my tears onto the back of my hand and sat back on
the seat.

For the next two rounds Mom stood in the middle of the lot watching me, and Dad
only followed half a step behind. Past the halfway point of the second round I
suddenly noticed that his hand was a foot away from the seat and had not touched it
once. I did not call out, and I did not stop; my feet only pressed more evenly. On
the last round I rode straight and steady, and the wind carried the smell of celery
over from Mom, mixed with the smell of concrete baked all day by the sun. On the way
home Mom pushed the bike and I walked beside her, my knee aching every time it bent,

but my chin stayed up.

That lot later filled up with parked cars again. But I always remember the
concrete that day, the front wheel that would not stop turning, and the unfinished

bunch of celery carried in the hand of my mother.
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