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Even With Shaking Hands, I Stand Forward

On Saturday afternoon, Dad took me into the cinema, and an old cartoon I did not
know played on the screen. In the story there was a little tailor, barely taller than
a sewing needle, who heard that two giants lived beyond the mountain, so he set out
with four needles in his pocket. A little boy in the front row shouted that he wanted

another movie, and I gripped the armrest, thinking: how reckless can you get.

The little tailor was not impressive on his way. When he heard the footsteps of

the giants, the whole leaf he stood on was shaking, and he himself shook, his legs

www. vv99. net



shaking like grass in the wind. But he did not turn back. He pushed his four needles
one by one into the shoelaces of the giants, the giants fell over, and he stood on
the tip of a giant’s nose. His voice was still trembling, yet he finished every
sentence. Inside my heart something clicked: courage is not being unafraid; it is

standing forward even with shaking hands.

I thought of myself. Since Grade Three, I had never raised my hand in class
again. Not because I did not know the answers, but because I feared saying them
wrong, feared the few seconds when the whole class went silent. When the teacher’s
eyes swept over, I buried my head in the textbook, pretending I had already answered
that question a hundred times in my heart. At night at home, I read the text aloud to
the mirror, my voice loud and sure; the moment I was in the classroom, my voice

shrank back into my throat.

The darkest part of the movie came, when the two giants put the little tailor
into a leather bag. The hall went dark too, with only a point of light on the screen.
When it ended, an attendant said the lamps in the passage from the hall to the street
were broken, and asked us to walk along the wall. The passage was long and dark, and
Dad called me from ahead. I stood at the entrance, my palms sweating, my head full of
the little tailor standing on the tip of the giant’s nose. I took a deep breath, kept
to the wall, and walked step by step. When I reached the light, Dad gave me a thumbs—

up. My hands were still shaking, but I was smiling.

On Monday, in Chinese class, the teacher asked who would like to tell about
yesterday s weekend story. My hand went up; halfway up I wanted to pull it down, and
my fingers clenched by themselves. I thought of the four needles. I stood up, my
voice a little unsteady, and told the story of the dark passage. When I finished, the
room was quiet for two seconds, and then clap, clap, clap, the applause came. Those

two seconds were not as scary as I had imagined.

Later I pressed the ticket stub inside my pencil case. Every time I wanted to
shrink back, I took a look at it. It reminds me of one very small thing: fear is the
shaking in your legs, courage is your foot moving forward. There is no courage that
does not shake, only ordinary people who stand forward while shaking. My face still
turns red and my voice still trembles when I raise my hand now, but I have already

stood on the tip of the giant’s nose, even if only for one small step.

A few days ago, our class decided who would tell stories at the New Year party,
and I wrote my own name on a slip of paper. After writing, the sweat in my palm
dampened a small corner of it. I dropped the slip into the box in front of the podium
and walked back to my seat. Outside the window the plane trees were dropping their
leaves, one by one, landing very steadily. I thought the little tailor walking toward

the giants’ home must have taken steps like these: not fast, but never stopping.
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The Sorry I Said in the Deep End

That little whale on the screen was terribly afraid of the deep end. Every time
it swam to the blue line between shallow and deep, it stopped, its fins pressed tight
to its body, trembling. But its friend the sea turtle was swept into the deep water,
and the whale dived again and again, halfway down fear would catch it, it would
surface for a few breaths, and dive again. In the hall I held my breath, as if I

myself were soaking in cool water.

What moved me most about the little whale was not the rescue of the sea turtle,

but the moment it admitted its mistake. Because it was afraid, it had once shouted at
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the turtle: I never want to play with you again. Later it swam back to the turtle,
lowered its head into the water, and blew out a string of tiny bubbles. That string
of bubbles was its sorry. It made no excuses about the cold water or the big waves.

It simply blew out its sorry, and swam toward the deep again.

I remembered my summer swimming class. The coach asked me to swim from the
shallow end into the deep end. I stood on the pool steps, my toes gripping the tiles,
refusing to go in. The coach reached out a hand to steady me, and I shook it off,
shouting at him: I hate you. The words were out before I could stop them, and I froze
myself. The coach did not get angry. He only said: being afraid of water is nothing
to be ashamed of; it is pushing away someone’ s hand that is a pity. That night I
tossed and turned, and the more I thought, the more I felt like that little whale
shouting at the turtle.

After the movie ended, I said to Dad in the passage: I want to go back to
swimming class next week. Dad said: then you know what to do first. I said: say sorry

first. Dad said nothing, and ruffled my hair.

Tuesday evening, there were not many people by the pool. I walked up to the
coach, my palms sweaty with the smell of pool water. I said: Coach, what I said last
time was wrong. I am sorry. The coach froze for a moment, then laughed, and said:
that sentence was harder to swim than the deep end, and you have swum it. That night
I stood on the steps, took a deep breath, let go, and slid into the water. The water
of the deep end covered my ears, the world went suddenly quiet, with only the thump-
thump of my heart. I pushed off the wall, pulled through the water, swam five meters,

surfaced, and the coach nodded to me from the edge.

Five meters, compared with the little whale diving into the deep sea, is far too
small to mention. But I know how those five meters were earned: they came only after
the sorry was spoken out loud. I used to think courage meant a big nerve, no fear of
pain, no crying. Now I know courage has two faces: one swims into the deep end; the
other picks up the wrong words you threw away and says sorry. The second face is

heavier than the first, like walking while carrying water.

Now in swimming class I can finish the whole deep end. Every time I pass the blue
line between shallow and deep, my body still tightens for a moment, and then I
remember the little whale surfacing for a few breaths before diving again. Catching
your breath is nothing to be ashamed of. What matters is that when the breaths are

done, you dive down again.
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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.
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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,
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
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long, I ran the slowest, but I finished. That is enough. That is brave.
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