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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
dust. He grudgingly said not bad, which was his highest praise.
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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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