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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
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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
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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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.
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
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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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The Credits Roll, Life Keeps Screening

I went to that showing alone. Rarely, my daughter was staying over at a
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classmate’s, so I bought a ticket for the nearest show and sank into the dark hall
like someone who had stolen two hours. When the exit lights came on, I found I did
not want to stand up. The mother on the screen washed dishes in a restaurant by day
and kept her daughter company over books by night in a rented room, her finger
creases still white from water as she bent over the problems. She had one scene: the
daughter won a contest, and she went up on stage, at a loss, saying into the
microphone, I do not understand your world; I only know that when she reads at night,
I must not be asleep. When the lights rose, that sentence still hung overhead. I sat

in my place, palms sweating, because I knew how many such evenings I had missed.

Leaving the cinema, the evening rush swallowed me. At the subway entrance
everyone looked down at their phones, and I, caught among them, kept replaying the
film. It had no great rises and falls - just dishes, rushing, keeping company over
homework, paying tuition, one thing after another, like spreading countless people’s
days open on a screen. I thought of my daughter’s early school years, when I worked
night shifts. She finished homework and slept alone; coming home I saw only a bowl
upside down on the table. Once she left a note: Mom, no need to wake me when you re
back, I have morning reading tomorrow. I thought nothing of it then — children should
learn to be independent. What made me squirm in that film was precisely the evenings

that mother never missed — the ones I missed.

During the transfer I saw my own face in the carriage glass, in my forties, about
the age of that mother on screen. Her film was over; mine was still running. I booked
two tickets on my phone for tomorrow night, to take my daughter to this one. She will
probably call it childish. I do not mind.

When I opened the door, my daughter was not back yet. I wiped the table clean,
straightened the desk lamp, boiled a kettle. Tonight I go nowhere. When she returns 1
will ask how the sleepover went, listen all the way through, and not rush her to bed.
The film let out, but it left a part of itself in this room: the person keeping
company under the lamp — now it is my turn to sit properly. The credits roll out;
life keeps screening. No one sits in the audience in our place. The evenings meant

for company, spare not one.
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