
Dear Mr. Burke: 

 

“How has reading changed my life?”  My memory runs back to when I was seven years old.  “Ding Dong!”  My 

dad finally came home. 

 It was my birthday party.  I was waiting for him the whole day.  A week ago, he had told me that he 

would give me a big surprise at my birthday party.   “What will it be?  It must be that red skirt I saw in the 

shopping center!”  I’ve looked forward to this moment for a week that I was almost impatient. 

 I immediately ran over to him.  He was very excited.  There was a carefully wrapped box in his hand.  

“Oh, my dear red skirt, I finally have you.”  My heart was pumping.  Without my dad’s consent I took the box. 

 “Oh, no!”  My heart was sinking when I opened the box.  It was not the pretty skirt I’d longed for so 

long.  It was a BOOK!  I was like falling down on the top of the world.  “No, I never wanted the stupid book.  

Where is my skirt?”  I cried out.  Tears were filling my eyes.  I’ve waited for a week for this useless book.  I felt 

cheated.  How can he give me a cheap nonsense book for my birthday gift?  He didn’t like me at all.  I would 

never read it. 

 At night, I can’t fall asleep.  Looking at the big book, my anger was running inside me.  It had ruined my 

party.  Why did dad lie to me and say it was a surprise for me?  Suddenly I grew curious.  “What is the book 

about?  Is it so evil that I hate it and want to tear it apart?”  I opened the book—Chinese and Foreign Stories—

and read my first real story in my life. 

 There was a little virtuous duck.  It’s so ugly that nobody liked it.  It didn’t have any friends.  Every 

animal around the lake laughed at her wherever she went: “Look at this little duck.  Get away from her.”  

Compared to her, her sister was as pretty as a princess.  Wherever she was, there were always friends around 

her.  They would say: “Come here, dear.  Come in my house.”  One day, they were playing around the lake.  

Suddenly, a little chick fell into the lake.  He shouted, “Beauty, save me.”  The pretty duck shook her head 

selfishly: “Why should I save you?  I can’t get anything.”  The ugly duck just passed by.  It saw what happened 

and jumped in the water bravely without a word.  It saved the chick.  From then on, everyone liked to play with 

the warm-hearted ugly duck.  The story ends with a motto, which I remembered most—“It is the inside that 

counts the most.” 

 I was ashamed when I finished reading it.  I felt like I was one the animals that only look at the outside 

of things but ignore what they really are.  I liked the red skirt because it was pretty.  But a pretty outfit can’t 

cover my inside.  Only knowledge can fill my mind.  Reading is one way to get the knowledge. 

 I moved on to the next story…I was deeply attracted.  I couldn’t put the book down anymore.  I kept 

reading.  I read during the break of class.  I read as soon as I got home.  Soon, I had a habit—I couldn’t go to 

sleep unless I read some pages.  Like what mom said, “I fell in love with reading.” 

 I fell deeply in love with the beautiful earth when I read “Our Home—Earth.”  I decided to preserve the 

earth like the guards who fight against bad people destroying the earth.  I cried for Cinderella when she was 

tortured by her sisters.  And I couldn’t stop laughing at the funny actions of the little bear when it danced. 

 I read, and I learned.  My mind was not filled with only pretty skirts anymore.  I was filled by books and 

knowledge.  I began to understand what is true beauty, and to realize our burden as the residents on earth.  I 

never felt I was alone and boring.  I have books - my dearest friends - with me. 

 As I grew up, my knowledge grew.  I regretted what I did wrong when I was young.  But I never 

regretted picking up the book on my birthday night.  It’s that moment I began to open the door lying between 

me and the wonderful world, people, and knowledge.  It’s reading that helped me find my true self and my 

value in life.  I am still reading.  When I get home, after a day’s tiring work, my first hope is to lie down on the 

sofa, and read a book.  It’s the only time I can forget all my unhappiness.  At that time, my book and I are the 

only two existing on earth.  Every time when my dad asks me what I want most for my birthday present, I say it 

without thinking: “ I want a book, and I want to read.” 

        Sincerely, 

 

          Grace Zheng 

          High School ESL student 

 

 



 

  


