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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.
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
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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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