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When the Screen Lights Up, the Darkness Turns Soft

It had been years since I last went to a cinema. Buying the ticket, showing it at
the gate, finding my seat in the dark — every step felt like relearning an old craft.
When the lights dimmed and the hall sank into darkness, I was not afraid. The
darkness simply unbuckled one daytime worry after another: the message I had not
answered, the price I had not finished bargaining, the sharp words I traded that
morning. The person next to me shifted, ice clinked in a paper cup, and then everyone

fell silent, waiting for the same beam of light.

When the screen lit up, I heard my own breathing slow. The light rolled in from
the great window behind us, washing over row after row of seat backs, falling on the
faces in front, bright and dim by turns. The story was about an old cinema facing

demolition, where the caretaker screened the last show of every night to empty seats.
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The screen light played over his face and over the worn ticket case beside his hand.
I sat in the twenty—something row, and my tears fell without any warning. In the dark
no one saw anyone else. Each of us glowed alone, then dimmed again, like a field of

lamps stirred by one wind.

The lights snapped on all at once, and the exit music began. I drifted out with
the crowd, eyes squinting against the noon sun. The street was the same street, the
cars the same cars, yet one place inside me ached dully, as if I had just returned
from somewhere very far away — my body had arrived, but my heart was still on the
road, needing a while longer to catch up. A girl at the milk tea stand called a

number, and it took me two seconds to realize it was mine.

I have wondered since why people need cinemas. Perhaps because that darkness is
temporary and safe — it lets a grown—up cry for total strangers the way a child does.
I remembered being small, carrying a little stool to an open—air movie with my
father, the screen hung between two trees, faces on it swaying whenever the wind
blew. I used to cry then too. It turns out that ability was never lost; life had only
pressed it into the bottom of a trunk. One touch of screen light, and it stood up

again.

That day I did not hurry back to the office. I walked slowly down the street,
letting that dull ache stay a little longer. Being moved by the story of an unknown
old man meant there were places in me the years had not worn smooth. That is enough.
The people leaving the show each returned to their own lives, yet every one of them

walked a little slower than usual.
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The Two Hours I Shared with My Father

The evening my father suggested a movie, I was doing homework. He asked casually,
as if mentioning tomorrow s weather: there was a film about a captain, would I like
to see it. I froze for a few seconds, then said yes. It had been a long time since we

did anything together that had nothing to do with schoolwork.

The hall was not full. When the lights went down, the darkness placed the two of
us in the same row, our shoulders a fist’s width apart. The screen lit up. The sea
heaved in the light; the captain steered his ship through a storm, and the camera
swept past the family he had left ashore. Wave after wave of light rolled over us,
bright and dim, falling on my father’s face. I stole a glance — since when had his
temples gone so white, every strand sharp under the light. He stared at the screen,
lips moving faintly, as if counting the waves for the captain. In that moment I was

not watching the film. I was watching my father watch a film.

What moved me most was not the storm but the scene where the captain could not go
home. He stood on deck, looking across the sea to the shore, saying nothing. I heard
a soft sniff beside me, very quiet, as if afraid of being noticed. I did not turn my
head. This is the mercy of darkness: it keeps an adult’s tears safe, the way it once

kept mine safe when I was small.

After the show, the night wind was cool. We walked along the river embankment,
neither of us speaking. Street lamps stretched our shadows long, then short. Usually
this kind of silence would send each of us to a phone, but not that night. I think we
both still carried that sea inside. After a long walk, my father suddenly said, that
captain — his whole family waits for him, and he still dawdles on that ship. He spoke
slowly, not really talking about the movie. I murmured yes, my throat tight. Had he

remembered, too, that he often stays on his own ship until late before coming home.

At the foot of our building, he said there was another show tomorrow, bring your
mother along. I said good. Going upstairs, I looked back; he still stood under the

street lamp, watching me. What those two hours changed only showed itself slowly, on
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the walk home along the river after the credits. The film was someone else’s life;
after it ended, we carried it back to repair our own ship that keeps refusing to

enter port.
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The People Lit by the Same Beam of Light

That day I got a seat dead center in the hall. The moment the lights went out,
the first thing I did was not look at the screen but, borrowing the light surging
from behind, look at the people around me. In the dark, a stranger’ s face seen close

up is something you could never see on the street in daylight.

To my front left sat a boy in school uniform; the screen light turned his lenses

into two tiny screens, now showing a sea, now snow. He leaned forward as if about to
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rise from his chair, yet never did. On my right was a woman in an apron, apparently
straight from her shop, faint traces of flour still on her hands. When the film came
to the scene of a mother sending her child off, her face was 1it, tears traveling
down the lines beside her mouth. She did not wipe them, nor check whether anyone
noticed. Farther off a young man clenched his fist; through bright and dim, that hand
never opened. We knew none of each other, yet in the same beam of light we each

handed over the expressions daytime hides.

The story on the screen was about a crew of road builders, carving through a
mountain for ten years. The instant the tunnel broke through and light from the far
side poured in, everyone in the hall held their breath along with that light. I heard
a whole row of people exhale at once, like a tide pulling back. This is the
difference between a cinema and a phone: moved on a phone, you slide past alone;

moved in a cinema, a whole room catches it together.

The lights came on. The show let out. Strangely, nobody hurried. At the exit
people slowed in unison, yielding to one another, their eyes soft, as if just waking
from the same dream, not yet sure of each other. The woman in the apron stood at the
door a while, took out her phone, perhaps wanting to send her child a line. The boy

in uniform took off his glasses, wiped them, put them back.

I stood on the steps watching the departing crowd merge into the evening flow.
They returned to their lives: keep the shop open, keep going to school, keep
repairing the roads of their own that remained unfinished. None would remember any
other’s face. Still, I felt comforted. For those two hours, dozens of strangers were
lit by the same beam, hearts beating over the same thing. What a film leaves behind
is never only a story; it is those faces — flickering in the dark, surrendering their
truest expressions. Next time I enter a cinema, I will probably glance back at the

darkness first, to make sure those faces are still there.
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