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The Great Movie Selection War

November first, Saturday, sunny.

The old tradition of our family is open again: every Saturday evening the whole
family goes to the cinema together. My father set this tradition. He said a family
sitting together watching one film is rarer than anything. But the most troublesome
round inside the tradition is choosing the film, and in our family we call it the

great selection war.

After dinner the war began. My father put his phone on the table and said he
wanted a war film, where the explosions on the screen make his whole body feel
relaxed. My mother objected at once. She wanted a quiet film about a married couple

living their daily life, which she finds full of flavor. I raised both hands for a
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science fiction film, the story of an astronaut growing vegetables on the moon, and
the little green sprout on the poster made my heart itch. The three of us argued one
by one and nobody gave in. At last my father brought out our old method: a show of
hands, the minority follows the majority, but each person gets one turn as the
director, and on that turn the director decides. This month it was my turn, and I
won. My father pretended his heart was broken. My mother laughed and said fine, we
listen to the child.

At the cinema I chose a row in the middle toward the back, a seat I had studied
long before. When the lights went down and the astronaut planted the first vegetable
on the moon, my parents sat on my two sides, and the head of my mother leaned on the
shoulder of my father. Halfway through, a rain of meteor stones fell on the moon, and
the little green sprout was almost crushed. The astronaut covered it with his own
body. I heard a sniffling sound beside me, turned my head, and it was my father. When
he noticed me looking, he quickly cleared his throat and said something had entered

his eye. I held back my laughter and did not expose him.

On the way home the discussion meeting officially began, a program that always
follows every film in our family. My father said the astronaut was foolish, he could
clearly hide, yet he covered the plant with his body. My mother said that is not
foolishness, that is the softest place in a human heart. When it was my turn, [ said
I think that sprout is the family of the astronaut, and growing vegetables on the
moon means moving your home to such a far place. My father thought for a long while
and said he had never seen it that way. My mother patted my head and said next month

the director becomes her, and we are all forbidden to cry during her art film.

Before bed I wrote in my diary: I won the selection war, but the worst loser is
my father, who cried louder than anyone. Next month mother directs, and I am already

looking forward to it.
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The Two Hours Mom and Dad Laughed Together

November eighth, Saturday, cloudy.

First, an honest word: our home has been cold lately. My parents seem to have had
a quarrel, and neither speaks to the other. At dinner the only sound was chopsticks
touching bowls. I thought for three days and decided to use the old method of our
family, going to the cinema. I bought three tickets with the pocket money I had saved
for half a year, and at dinner I placed them in the middle of the table and said,
Saturday evening, the film, attendance is compulsory, tickets are nonrefundable. My

mother looked at me, then at my father, and nodded first.

Choosing the film took no argument at all, a comedy about a muddled father who
turns the parent meeting of his daughter into a disaster. When we entered the hall,
my parents sat with me between them, as if a river ran between the two of them. As
the film began, the muddled father rushed into the school wearing slippers and drove
the car of the principal into a flower bed, and the whole hall laughed. I heard both
of my parents laughing, but not together, each on their own. Then came the part where
the muddled father dressed up as a teacher and read the name of his daughter as the
childhood nickname of himself. The hall exploded. My mother laughed out loud and
turned toward my father, and my father was already looking at her. They laughed face
to face, and neither looked away. I counted in the middle: in the whole film, they

laughed together seven times.

In the second half, the muddled father squatted at the school gate and apologized
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to his daughter, saying he had no father when he was small, so he did not know how to
be one. The hall went quiet. On my left I heard the sound of a tissue. It was my
mother. Her eyes stayed on the screen, but her hand lightly touched the back of my

hand, as if saying something to me, or perhaps saying it for my father to hear.

On the way home there was no discussion meeting, and the air was different from
usual. I spoke first and said the muddled father was really annoying. Before my
mother answered, my father picked it up, saying angry as he was, that man loves his
child from the bottom of his heart. My mother was silent for a while, then said, let
us go home and cook rice balls, the three of us together. Beside them I clapped for
myself in my heart. Under a streetlight I saw my mother holding the arm of my father,

and the ears of my father turned red.

Before bed I wrote this diary very slowly. My last line read: the film was made
by others, the laughter came from the screen, but that one sentence on the way home,
cooking rice balls together, was earned by us ourselves. Every coin of that pocket

money was worth it.
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Grandpa Insisted on the Black and White Film

November fifteenth, Saturday, light rain.

This month it is the turn of my grandpa to be the film director of our family. My
grandpa is seventy—three this year, his eyes are weak, but his ears are sharp. When
he announced his choice I almost jumped up. He had chosen an old black and white
film, the story of an old railway switchman guarding a small station while waiting
for one train. The poster has turned yellow, the characters walk slowly, and they
speak slowly too. In my heart I thought, what is there to enjoy in this, it is worse

than a racing film.

Only after entering the hall did I notice that our family was not the only one
there. Two white—haired grandmas sat in the front row, and in the back sat one
grandpa wearing a cap. When the lights went down, the old film, speckled like snow,
began to turn on the screen. At the start I truly could not sit still, twisting and
turning, yawning three times. But halfway through, the old switchman waters an old
locust tree at his small station every day, and has watered it for thirty years. At
last that train finally arrives, the door opens, and the person stepping down is a
photograph. The old switchman holds the photograph against his chest and stands where
he is, while snow covers his whole body. My tears came down on their own and I could
not wipe them fast enough. I stole a look at my grandpa. He sat straight, his eyes

not blinking once, the brim of his cap pulled low.

On the way home the discussion meeting was hosted by my grandpa. I asked him why
a photograph stepped down from that train. He did not answer right away. He tilted
his umbrella toward my side first, then began to tell me something I had never heard.
When he was sixteen, the film he watched in the production team was exactly this one,
shown to the whole village on a piece of white cloth. That year his own grandpa, my
great—grandfather, went on a long journey and never came back. My grandpa said that
back then he did not understand why someone would hold a photograph and refuse to let
go, and now he understands. Rain beat on the umbrella, and neither my mother nor I
spoke. My grandpa added that watching it again today he still cries, and that one

film, fifty years apart, can still speak to the same person, and that is what a good
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film is.

All the way home I kept thinking of that locust tree watered for thirty years. I
used to think anything slow was boring, and now I feel a little ashamed. I told my
grandpa that next month I will still keep him company, and every film he chooses I

will watch. The ears of my grandpa are sharp. He heard me, pretended he did not, and

his steps grew much lighter.

Before bed I wrote this diary, and I wrote the story of my great—grandfather into
it too. At the end I added one line: today in the cinema I cried the loudest, and my
grandpa cried the softest, but my grandpa has been crying for fifty years.
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