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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
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.
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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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