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Before the Lights Came On

The lights in the cinema went down, and the father who repaired bicycles appeared
on the screen. I did not pay much attention at first. He spoke very little. The
camera passed over his hands: black grease worked into the creases of his fingers,
several cracks across the web of his thumb, wrapped carelessly with tape. His son
picked up an old glove at the counter, patched and re—patched by hand, and stood

frozen. Frozen in my seat too, because I thought of the hands of my own father.

My father does not repair bicycles. He changes locks and clears drains near our
neighborhood. Every morning he rides his electric scooter to school with me behind
him, my hand resting on the hem of his padded coat. The coat is old, shiny at the
cuffs. Once, behind his back, I started counting his white hairs and stopped at the

seventh. I had never said one word to him about those hands.

In the film, the son finally asks: Dad, why are your hands like this. The father

hides them behind him: Nothing, same as always. Only that line, yet I heard someone
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sniffling on my left, and a child on my right looking up to ask his father why that

uncle would not talk.

When the film ended, the crowd pushed toward the exit, and I waited by the door
for my father. He had come straight from his repair stand, helmet still on, and
handed me a thermos cup: Are you cold. I took the cup and held his hand. His palm was
hard with callus, a fresh winter crack covered with new tape. I said: Dad, why are
your hands like this. He froze for a second, then pulled his hand away: Nothing, same
as always. The words matched the film exactly, and I almost laughed, but this time I
did not let it pass as a joke. I said: Dad, on weekends I will come to the stand and
pass you the wrench. He first waved it off, telling me to finish my homework, then

two seconds later changed his mind: It is cold in the morning, wear something warm.

Before the house lights came on, my hand stayed inside his. For the first time I
noticed the tips of his ears turning red. We rode home through hard wind, street
lamps sliding backward one by one, my chest against his back, remembering the last
line of the film: some words are not missing, only set down too long ago, waiting for

someone to reach for them first.
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Sitting to the Left of My Child

My son was the one who noticed me crying. Halfway through the film, the mother on
the screen said into the phone again: I am doing fine. She hung up, ate alone, and
still set out three bowls on the table. I was sitting to the left of my son. He
passed me the popcorn, and the back of his hand brushed mine, and only then did I
realize this child had grown to a meter seventy, with a faint blue shadow of stubble

on his chin.

The daughter in the film lives at school, the husband drives long hauls far from
home, and the mother keeps the house alone: fine when asked, fine about everything.
Not until a day at the station, when the daughter finds the medical record book with
a stack of clinic slips tucked inside, dated up to last month. The whole hall went

quiet, and I cried with it, because I saw myself.

Every night after the light in the room of my son goes off, I am still in the
living room packing his schoolbag, filling the hot water flask, pressing the uniform
for tomorrow flat. I get into bed at twelve; he has long been asleep. Once in a while
he asks why so late, and I say: I sleep when the chores are done. That line matches
the mother in the film word for word. I never told him that the moment I wait for all

day is the few minutes when he walks in after school.

At the end, my son looked at me steadily and asked: Mom, why did you cry. I said
it was nothing. Walking to the bus stop, I stopped and said to him: Actually, what I
most want to hear every day is about your school. Who argued with whom, the canteen
made the vegetables too salty, anything. He stood still for two seconds, then began
telling me about his deskmate who spilled ink on his sleeve and got lines from the
teacher, and how the PE teacher changed the event without notice. He talked fast and

out of order, and I took it all in.

The bus came. We boarded, he sat on my left, his head almost falling onto my
shoulder before he moved it away. At our stop he got off first and held the door for
me, saying: Next time pick a film that does not make people cry. I nodded, laughing.
Near the end of the film, the mother puts the medical record book back into her bag
and says: Next time I will leave you a key. I think many words in a family are not
missing; we simply get used to saying the safe one first. Once someone says one true
thing, all the rest follow.
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The Film Without a Hero

The film had no hero and no grand spectacle. It told of one household. The father
repairs vehicles and rarely speaks; only when the son grows up does he begin to
understand why. The most moving scene is the last one: the son takes over closing the
repair stand, wiping wrenches one by one and laying them into a wooden box, while the
father stands beside him wanting to help yet not knowing what to touch. Neither

speaks, and neither leaves.

During those ten minutes, my father pressed his phone screen dark. He seldom
watches films. That day was an idea of my mother, three seats in a row, me in the

middle, my mother on my left, my father on my right.

On the way home my father was driving when he suddenly began telling me about him
and my grandfather. They had quarreled when he was young. Grandfather never once came
to a parent meeting and never walked him to school, and he had always believed
grandfather did not care about him. Years later, after grandfather passed away, the

family sorted his belongings, and in a drawer there was a stack of train tickets to
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the city where my father worked, dates spread across several years. My father said
those tickets had been saved by grandfather, each one waiting for the day he would
truly go and finally speak. He never went. My father pulled the car over at the
roadside as he said this. My mother and I did not interrupt. The car stayed quiet for

a long time.

Nearly home, I spoke up: Mom, when I talked back the other day, it was not
because I found you nagging. I had done badly on a monthly exam and kept it to
myself. My mother answered with one line: I have a medical record book too. The three
of us laughed, and afterward none of us mentioned it again, yet something was
different. Walking into our building, my mother brought up the rear, and I saw her
send a voice message to her own mother. My father parked, then locked the car three

times before coming upstairs.

The last frame of the film is the lamp at the repair stand: the son has closed
up, the father has gone ahead, and the lamp stays 1it, like a road kept for someone.
After that day I understood family differently. It was not discovering a new side of
them; it was finally seeing the part that had always been there, waiting to be

opened. The lamp never went out. We simply came home too late.
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