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The Boy Who Said Once More with a Dark Red Cloth on His

Knee

I will never in my life forget that summer afternoon when A-Kai got back on the
bike. To be clear, the bike was not mine and the fall was not mine, yet the two who

learned to ride were both of us.

In July of that year the town went on holiday, and A-Kai pushed an old bike back
from his uncle house, most of its black paint flaked off, two holes rusted through
the rear rack. We pushed it to the open ground below the river dike. At three in the
afternoon the river flashed white, too bright to keep the eyes open, and the dogtail
grass on the dike hung its head. A-Kai was small; seated on the bike he could reach
only half the pedals. He stood to pedal, leaning left as a whole, and I held the rear
seat and ran along, steadying him every two steps. For one hour he never rode

straight once, and he twisted the handlebars like a braided rope.

The accident came on the slope. He wanted to coast down the dike slope, did not
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hold the brake, the handlebars jerked, and he slid off the seat, his knee striking
the broken stones at the edge of the slope, the lower half of his trousers all blood
and dirt. I froze and ran to take him to the clinic. He sat by the slope, lifted his
trouser leg to look, beads of blood seeping out one by one, and pressed a cloth
soaked in river water on his knee until the cloth turned dark red. I thought he would

give up. He spoke first: once more. I said no. He said no brakes, pedal slowly.

After getting back on he rode extremely slowly, slow as an old grandmother on the
way to school, eyes nailed to the five meters ahead. On flat ground his back
straightened little by little, and I, holding the rear seat, let go without noticing.
He rode seven or eight meters, found no one was holding, did not panic, braked, got
off, and turned to grin at me, showing the missing front tooth. When we put the bike
away that day, he rolled up his trouser leg and showed me that the cloth had stuck to
the edge of the wound; peeling it off made him suck in air through his teeth, yet he
kept grinning. We rinsed the cloth in the river and hung it on the handlebars to dry,
and it fluttered all the way home like a small flag. That afternoon we practiced
until the edge of the sky turned red. He went from half turns of the pedals to
finishing the two hundred meters below the dike. On the way home he pushed the bike,
limping, its bell jingling the whole way.

Later A-Kai rode better than I did, could let go of the handlebars, could lift
the front wheel. But I know what he truly learned was not any of that. It was the
moment his knee was bleeding, the cloth pressed dark red on it, and he still said,
once more. To this day, when I face a difficulty and want to drop things, that summer
afternoon rises before me: the dike, the broken stones, the dark red cloth, and the
back of him putting his feet back on the pedals. Then I 1ift back up whatever I

wanted to let go of, one more time.
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