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The Little Lame Horse on the Eight—Hundred-Meter Track

Before the New Year party, our class needed someone for the eight hundred meters
at the sports meet, and nobody raised a hand. The PE teacher asked me if I dared. I
shook my head fast. I had signed up once last year: at the second lap my throat
tasted of blood, my legs turned to lead, and in front of the whole class I walked the
last stretch. Ever since, just hearing the words eight hundred meters made my ears

burn.

On Saturday the whole family went to a cartoon about a herd of little horses

running a relay in Snow Valley. The leader made a mistake and put a small lame horse,
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one hind leg a little crooked, on the longest leg of the race. The little lame horse
stood in the wind with its ears pressed flat. It ran with a limp, other horses passed
it one by one in the snow mist, yet the sound of its wind never stopped. The most
dangerous part was the ice bridge: one of its legs jammed into a crack in the ice. 1
thought it would stop and wait for rescue. It pulled its leg out, changed the way it
carried the load, and went on running with the cloth bundle on its back. Someone in
the hall whispered: it is not winning either. I heard that, and my heart went boom

boom — it finished.

When the lights came on, I sat there thinking for a long time. When I walked the
last stretch last year, what did the class look like? I remember I could not lift my
head, yet I seemed to hear someone say: finishing on foot is still impressive. At the
time I took those words as pity. Now, thinking it over, they may have been true. The
little lame horse did not win either, but every horse in Snow Valley remembers it

crossing the ice bridge with the bundle on its back.

On Monday I found the PE teacher and said I wanted to sign up for the eight
hundred meters again. The teacher lifted an eyebrow and wrote my name on the list.
For days after that, I walked laps of the playground after school, out of breath by
the second lap, and kept walking after catching my breath. Mom shelled vegetables by
the horizontal bar without lifting her head, and only said as I passed: today you
walked half a lap more than yesterday.

The day of the race the wind was strong. After the gun I fell to the back. The
first lap was fine; at the second lap my throat began to taste of blood — the same
taste as last year. My legs wanted to stop, and I heard the stands chanting my name
in rhythm, the whole class, shouting all jumbled, not one note in tune. I made my
steps smaller, small steps, never stopping. In the last fifty meters, two runners
ahead crossed the line hand in hand, and the shouting in the stands suddenly burst
open. My name was mixed in there, no one could tell whose voice was whose, yet every

shout landed on my back.

When I crossed the line I was last, bent over retching, and the PE teacher handed
me a bottle of water. I twisted the cap for ages without opening it, my hands
shaking. The teacher twisted it open for me and said: you finished. Three words, just
like that little lame horse in the movie. I gulped down half the bottle. It was

salty, and I could not tell whether it was sweat or something else.

Now my race number from the sports meet is still taped to the side of my desk,
number six, 1its corners curling up. It reminds me: courage is not leaving others
behind you, it is leaving the part of you that wants to stop behind you. The track is
long, I ran the slowest, but I finished. That is enough. That is brave.
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