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The Light That Flipped On at the End

The lights flipped on the moment the end credits finished. No warning — whoosh -
the whole hall bright as the fluorescent tubes in a classroom. [ squinted and saw
everyone still in their seats, faces wearing expressions they had not had time to
fold away, exposed under the light. A boy in the front row wiped his eyes quickly
with the back of his hand; the girl beside him pretended to search her bag, crumpling
a tissue. We were all the same: just dragged out of the same story, not yet steady on

our feet.

I sat without moving, my head full of the boy who carried the letter. In the film
he was sixteen, carrying a life—-or—death message for the wounded old courier, over
two snow mountains, snow up to his knees. In the last scene he delivered the letter,
turned to find the companion who had roasted sweet potatoes for him along the way,
and learned that companion was already buried on the second mountain. The boy stood
at the pass, wind whipping his coat hem. He did not cry out loud; he only took the

half-eaten roasted sweet potato from his bosom and held it with both hands, as if
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holding something very heavy. When the lights came on, that half potato retreated

from my mind, but the place it had pressed on was still heavy.

Walking out of the cinema, the roar of the shopping mall surged in, the piped
music unbearably cheerful. I rode the escalator down and suddenly thought of Ayuan.
Last term he transferred to a city far away. The day before he left, we sat by the
court all afternoon, neither saying we would miss each other; at dismissal he left me
his water bottle, saying, borrow it to you. I never even said goodbye properly. The
boy in the film could at least stand at the mountain pass holding half a sweet

potato; I did not even have a place to stand.

Home, I spread out letter paper. A letter to Ayuan: the bottle is still on my
shelf; the bench by the court where we sat got a coat of new paint this year; I saw a
film where a boy failed to say a proper goodbye to his companion, and I do not want

to imitate him. Three pages long, not written well, only saying what needed saying.

Some films end yet you cannot leave them, because the story on the screen says
aloud the thing you never said. The instant the lights rise is not the end; it
escorts what happened in the hall onto your way home and makes you keep acting. 1
sealed the letter; tomorrow I mail it. After the show let out, my own scene has only

just begun.
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