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The Pacing of Fifteen Hundred Meters
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In the PE test of the first term of junior two, the event was fifteen hundred

meters.

Halfway through the third lap, my throat began to smoke, my legs felt half-filled

with sand, and that voice came back: walk a bit, no one will see.

Just as my steps faltered, someone on the inner lane slowed down and dropped back

beside me.
It was Zhou Yue. She had been running comfortably in the second group.

She did not even look at me; she kept her eyes ahead and said, follow my shadow,

do not count laps, count steps.

So for the rest of the third lap and all of the fourth, I stepped on her shadow;

her shadow was long, and my stride grew with it.

On the last lap she suddenly sped up, pulling ten—odd meters ahead, and turned

back to shout one line: sprint, the finish is one stride away.

I sprinted. My time was seven minutes forty-one; the passing line was eight

minutes flat.

The moment I crossed it I bent over my knees gasping, and she passed me half a

bottle of water and said, see, no one saw you walk, and no one saw you finish either.

After that we made a rule: jog three laps around the field after school every

day, no one may take a day off, and whoever does owes an extra lap the next day.

Those three laps were not timed and had no ranking; we ran and talked about which

problem was hard today and which dish in the canteen was salty.

On windy days she stuffed her scarf into my hands; on rainy days we did high

knees in the gym corridor.

Over one term, at the make—up test I ran fifteen hundred meters inside seven
minutes ten, and her eight hundred meters moved from the middle of the class into the

top five.

The PE monitor said we were like two different people; we looked at each other
and both thought of those untimed laps.

I have thought about this for a long time, and thought out three layers.

The first layer: the most remarkable thing Zhou Yue did that day was not running
with me, but first dropping to a pace I could keep up with, then raising the pace
little by little. Encouragement is not shouting faster; it is arriving at your side

first.
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The second layer: mutual progress is not a race between two people. If our three
laps had been a race, they would not have lasted two weeks; precisely because there
was no racing, they lasted a whole term. A road walked together goes farther than

whoever walks fast.

The third layer is reflection on myself. I used to dare not accept pacing, afraid
of dragging someone down and afraid of showing my weakness. Only later did I
understand that fearing to be a burden treats friendship as a grade; real friendship

is not afraid of slowness, it is afraid of one person running while the other stops.

I also learned to be the one who drops back beside another person. Last month a
classmate fell to the last place in running; I dropped back beside him and said,

follow my shadow.

A good friend makes me better not because he lets me fly, but because he is

willing to slow down first, then speed up together with me.
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