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I Was Afraid of That Tall Bike Seat

In Chinese class, our teacher handed out a little story about a girl learning to
ride a bicycle. One part I read very carefully: the first time the girl stood beside
her bike, the seat was tall, only her toes touched the ground, and she was scared
inside, scared of falling, of pain, of people laughing. She gripped the handlebars,
palms sweating, but she did not walk away. She told herself, just get on and sit for

a moment, just one moment.
Reading that, my face went a little red, because that girl was me last year.

Last summer, Dad bought me a blue bicycle. The day it came home, I circled it
three times and did not dare sit on it. The seat was too high. When I swung over,
only my toes reached the ground and my body swayed as if I were standing on ice. Dad
said he would hold me while I practiced. I shook my head. I said I would just watch a
little longer. I watched for a whole week, going downstairs after school to look at

the bike, then going home to do homework.
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How did the girl in the story learn? First she lowered the seat all the way down
so her whole feet could stand flat, then put one foot on the pedal and pushed along
slowly. She slid for three days before she dared pedal. She fell twice, sat on the
ground, rubbed the hurt, and got back on. She was not brave by nature. She just wore
her fear down, little by little.

The next day I had Dad lower my seat to the lowest too. My whole feet could reach
the ground. I did what the girl in the story did: glide first, no pedaling. Day one I
glided, day two I glided, and on day three I managed one lap. The bike still wobbled,
but I kept my grip and never let go. On the fifth evening, Dad let go behind me, and

I rode out far on my own, the wind rushing past, laughing too hard to stop.

Now I finally understand the girl in the story. Her greatest moment was not
riding well later. It was that day when her palms were sweating and she still did not
walk away. Fear, if you pay it no mind, shrinks by itself. Bravery is not being

unafraid. It is being afraid and putting your foot on the pedal anyway.

I asked to keep that little story, and it lives in my Chinese textbook now. Every
time I reach the line about her gripping the handlebars, I think of my blue bicycle,
and of myself standing in the hallway watching it for a week before finally getting

on.
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