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My Brother Is an Idiot

My brother is an idiot. That is what I told everyone the whole summer of fourth
grade. The reason is simple: he taught me to ride a bicycle, and his only method was

shouting.

The bike was one Dad had bought him, small-wheeled, a perfect fit in his third-
grade year. Now his legs had grown and it felt cramped, so he handed it down to me.
On the first day, as soon as I got on, he gripped the rear rack, crouched, and ran
along, shouting look ahead. The moment I raised my head, he shouted do not look down.

Shouted into a daze, I fell headfirst into the firewood pile.

He set a rule: when I fell, he would not help me up, and he would count. He
called one, two; if by three I could not climb up myself, he would laugh at me all

day. Under the bike I struggled twice, and by two I got up on my own, covered in
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dust. He grudgingly said not bad, which was his highest praise.

In the second week he let go without telling me. Thinking he still held on, I
pedaled all the way to the mouth of the lane. I turned my head, and he stood at the
gate with both hands in his pockets. Startled, I clamped the brake shut, and bike and
body dragged half a meter. He ran over, and instead of brushing off my dust he said
first: you just rode a whole lane all by yourself. I came to my senses, and the knock

on my knee somehow hurt less.

He also set me an exam: ride from our door to the little shop at the lane mouth
and bring back a bottle of soy sauce; do it and I graduated. The first time I brought
it back, but the road shook it down to half a bottle. The second time I unwound my
scarf and wrapped the bottle, and brought it back whole. He spent his own pocket
money on a popsicle for me, calling it the graduation gift, then took a bite and

complained it was too sweet.

When fifth grade began and he entered middle school, the bicycle again sat idle
in the corner of the yard. Once I rode it to school while he walked ahead with his
schoolbag. Hearing the bell he turned and said one word: slowly. I rang once at him

and passed him, the wind filling my sleeves, cool.

Later many people asked who taught me to ride, and I always said my brother is an
idiot. Asked why, I say: because he never once helped me up, yet he was the first to
notice that I could ride. I have never said this to his face. If he heard it, he

would surely shout again: look ahead!
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The River Embankment at My Grandmothers Home

In the summer vacation of fourth grade, I stayed at my grandmothers place in the
countryside. The village roads were all dirt, and every child in every family had a
bicycle except me, standing aside to watch. Grandma pushed the old bike of my cousin

into my hands: learn, at your grandmothers house you cannot fail to learn riding.

Grandma chose the practice place: the river embankment outside the village. The
road on the dike was flat, grass and poplars on both sides. She carried a small stool
and sat at the dike mouth watching me. The sun was strong, she carried a water
kettle, and every time I rode past she shouted: have a drink of water. I did not want

to, but she kept shouting, so I stopped and gulped a big mouthful.

My cousin was the coach, and he had only one trick: running while holding the
rear rack. After half a day he squatted in the poplar shade and refused to move,
saying he was tired. I had to practice alone, the bike twisting like a drunk. When I

fell I did not cry; Grandma was there, and I could not cry.

On the third day Grandma did something embarrassing. She went home and carried
out an old cotton quilt, folded it three layers deep, and tied it tight with rope
over the rear seat. She said falling backward would not hurt now. I blushed and
refused to ride. Grandma patted the quilt: ride. I got on and tried; the seat stood a

whole notch higher, soft, like sitting on a huge steamed bun just out of the pot.

On the fifth day I rode from the dike all the way back to the village entrance,
and Grandma was waiting there; I never learned how she heard. She took my hand and
studied my palm twice, then said: good, go, show your grandpa. Grandpa was indoors
planing wood for a stool and did not even lift his head, only said: ride one lap
around the threshing yard. I circled the yard once, and only then did he raise his

head and say two words: not bad. Grandpa manages fewer than three praises a year.

The day before I left, I rode to the house of Grandma to fetch her. She saw me
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off at the gate and stuffed a cloth bag of mung bean cakes into the bike basket,
pressing it down again and again. On the way home the bike jolted; afraid of crushing
the cakes, I held my back perfectly straight, and on that stretch I rode steadier

than ever.

The year before last the dike was paved with cement, and the old house of Grandma
was torn down. When I went back I stood on the dike for a while. The poplars were
still there, and when the wind blew the leaves rustled, as if someone sat on the

little stool at the dike mouth, calling to me: have a drink of water.
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Learning to Ride at Thirty

When my father learned to ride a bicycle, he was thirty. My mother laughed about

it for twenty years, and he never minded.
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That year the factory moved to the far side of the river, an hour on foot each
way. It merged with another factory and a batch of old bicycles came down to share;
my father took one. He pushed it home, and my mother asked: can you ride. He said

nothing, and that evening wheeled it out beyond the lane.

Mother and I watched from the window. He mounted the old way, swinging his leg
under the crossbar. He pedaled along the wall, the bike leaning on the wall, he
leaning on the bike, and fell only after half a street. Up he sprang, first scanning
around, and seeing nobody, let out a breath. Mother pulled me back inside and said:

your father behaves like a thief.

He practiced for a full week, every evening. On the seventh day he rode from the
lane mouth all the way to the bridge over the river. Riding back, his shirt soaked
through, a smile fighting its way onto his face, pressed down and rising again.
Mother brought out noodles and told him to eat; he ate two bowls, then squatted in
the yard oiling the chain half the night.

From then on he rode across the river to work. Every morning as he left, he
pressed the bell once under my window; that single ring was our household alarm
clock. On rainy days he pedaled in a rain cape, mud water spattering his trouser

legs, and he did not care, wiping it off only after passing the factory gate.

Once I sat on the rear rack while he bought fish at the market across the river.
His back was broad and steady, the pedaling never rocking. I asked: Dad, did you fall
when you were learning. He thought a moment and said: I fell. I asked how many times,
and he said he could not count them, but he still remembered the pain. I was small

then; I did not understand that sentence.

My father has been gone five years. The old bike was sold for scrap long ago;
only its bell remains in my hands. I keep it in a drawer and seldom touch it. Last
time, tidying up, I pressed it by accident, and the sound came out a little hoarse,
not bright. I sat at my desk for a long while. That single ring was our household

alarm clock, pressed once every morning, for more than ten years.
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