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The Shadow That Did Not Catch Up

On Saturday morning at the plaza, my son and three or four other children learned
to ride bicycles. Every other child had someone holding the back rack, while I stood
three meters away, with both hands behind my back, as if I were watching the child of

someone else.

He wobbled across the blue stone bricks. The front wheel caught a seam, and man
and bike fell together. His knee was scraped and a bead of blood came out. I stepped
half a step forward and pulled it back. He looked at me first. I told him to check

whether the bike was all right. My voice was calmer than my heart.

He got up by himself, set the bike straight, wiped his knee with his hand, and
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got back on. A few more meters, and he fell a second time. This time he did not look
back. I understood all at once: holding back the wish to help is harder than helping.
What you hold back is not the hand, but the impulse beating in your own chest.

The boy next to him had his back rack held tightly by his father the whole time,
and kept crying that he was afraid, and the bike would not go straight. The bike of
my son, on the contrary, went straighter and straighter, and he even began to try

going around the flagpole at the center of the plaza.

At some moment, without noticing, I had stopped running behind him. Only his
shadow kept running ahead, thin and long, stretched by the morning sun to the far end

of the plaza.

He rode to the end, turned the bike around, and shouted from a distance, Mom,
look, I can ride. I answered, I saw it, you have been able to ride all along. He
thought I had been holding him up the whole time. I did not tell him otherwise.

In the afternoon I wrote this in my diary: the growth of a child often happens in
the gap left by the held-back hand of an adult. That day I thought I was watching him
learn to ride. Only when I got home did I understand that what I had really been

learning was how to let go.

Later my son grew up and learned many new things, swimming, riding a bicycle up
the long slope, cooking his first bowl of noodles. Every time, I kept my hands behind
my back. He thought I was resting nearby, while I was holding back the wish to rush

over.

Sometimes I failed too. Once he fell badly while learning to skate, and I rushed
over and lifted him up. He pushed my hand away and said, you were not like this
before. I have remembered that sentence for a long time. It turns out that letting go
is learned earlier by children than by adults, and they are also less willing to go
back.

Even now I remember that shadow which did not catch up. It ran ahead of me and
taught me a lesson that no one could teach in my place: trust is not letting go after

seeing him succeed, but letting go before he succeeds.
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