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The Long Walk Home After the Credits

When the exit lights came on, my mother was still wiping her glasses. She started
wiping when she could no longer see the screen clearly, though wiping changed
nothing. I did not hurry her. People in the hall rose one by one, seats clattering
row after row, like a tide going out. My mother put her glasses back on and said,

that old cobbler in the film, same stubborn temper as your grandfather.

The cobbler in the movie lived on an old street slated for demolition. Everyone
had moved away; he would not. Every day he set his stall under the locust tree,
mending shoes and hammering new heels for the few neighbors left, sometimes paid with
a basket of eggs. His son, who had bought a new apartment in the city, came back a
third time to persuade him. He set down his awl and said, there are still people on
this street whose shoes are waiting for me. In the last scene, the bulldozer parked
at the street mouth; he did not go block it. He only packed up, wiping each tool

clean and laying it into the wooden box, then sat under the locust tree until dark.
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The instant the lights rose, I saw my mother’s eyes red. What she was thinking of was

father’ s tool room that no one was allowed to touch.

We did not take a cab; we walked along the river. At night the river surface
kneaded the lights of the far bank into shimmering gold threads. My mother walked
slowly and said, the year before your grandfather died, he was still mending shoes
for people; they felt bad insisting on paying, and he said, neighbors, charge you for
mending a pair of shoes. Her tone was level, as if talking about the film. But I knew
she was not talking about the film. She was saying that some people guard one thing,
one street, a handful of people their whole lives — foolish to us while we are young,

until we have lived a few years ourselves and taste how hard that guarding is.

Passing a night market stall, my mother bought two baked sweet potatoes. One
each, breaking them as we walked. When it burned my hands I thought of the dark under
the locust tree on the screen; my mother was probably thinking of another picture.
Neither of us said it. Some remembrance does not need speaking. Two people walking
side by side, each carrying the same departed person in the heart, their steps fall

at one speed.

At the foot of our building, my mother said we would tidy the storage room
tomorrow, and not to throw away your grandfather’ s toolbox. I said all right. On the
stairs I paused a moment at the landing. The film had ended two hours ago, yet the
old man sitting under the locust tree had not left my heart. He sits there, sitting
for everyone who keeps watch over old things and refuses to let go. We walk forward;
they sit in the memory after the credits, and they are the people we are sure to see

whenever we look back.
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