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The Dog—Eared Page in the Reading Corner

There is a reading corner at the back of our classroom, an old tin box full of
used magazines. While leafing through them, I found a dog—eared page with a story
about a child learning to ride a bicycle. That child feared the handlebars most of
all. He said the handlebars seemed to have minds of their own, dodging people to the
left, dogs to the right, and the harder he gripped, the more they shook. Just that

line made me read the page three times.

Because my deskmate once said almost the same thing. Last week he told me he
watches classmates bike home after school and itches to try, but he does not dare.
The handlebars refuse to obey him, and even with his dad holding on he has fallen. He
even mimed the fall, both arms shooting forward, body tipping sideways. I looked at
him and thought of my own first days of learning, when every wobble of the handlebars

took me down with it, the bike carrying a tumbling tumbler doll.
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I remember exactly what happens later in the story. The child’ s grandfather tells
him not to wrestle with the handlebars: loosen the hands, find something far away,
and stare it down. The child fixes his eyes on a willow tree thirty steps off. He
wobbles toward it, circles it, comes back, and does not fall. The grandfather stands
in the doorway with his cigarette, forgetting to smoke. At the end of the story the
child rides to town to buy soy sauce, the bottle tied to the back rack, clinking the

whole way home.

I told this page to my deskmate. When I reached the part about the grandfather
forgetting his cigarette, he collapsed on the desk laughing. When he finished
laughing he said, so this weekend, we practice? I said, deal. I remembered my own day
of learning, when I too had fixed on something far away, the green mailbox downstairs
by our building. I wobbled all the way to that mailbox, palms soaked, but I did not
fall. In that moment the fear simply left. It turns out fear disappears once you

stare at something far off.

This week our class has a reading share, and I am presenting this dog—eared
story. The teacher said, good, tell us what you feared and how you got through it. 1
will say I feared the handlebars, and then I fixed on a mailbox. The classroom will
laugh, and my deskmate will laugh loudest. After class he will write a date on my

arm, the day we practice, the numbers crooked as if drawn by a handlebar.

I still keep that page, tucked in my Chinese textbook. Its corner is bent, but it
taught me this: I am not the only one who feared the handlebars. My deskmate is not a

coward, and neither am I. We just had not found our mailbox yet.
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