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The Tissue Pack in Row Three

That was the first time I walked into a cinema alone. My mother had to work
overtime, so she bought me the ticket and told me to wait at the entrance after the
film, not to wander off. I picked a cartoon. My seat was in row five, empty beside
me, and in row three on my left sat a woman, alone, with a small shopping trolley at
her feet.

Halfway through, the little girl on the screen walked to the edge of the village
with her schoolbag, rose on her toes, and looked down the empty road. Over the phone,
grandma said mother would not come back this year either. The girl said only one
syllable, handed the phone back, turned, and ran home; halfway there she squatted
beside a stack of straw, shoulders shaking, making no sound. The hall was very quiet.
My nose stung, and the tears came on their own. I was startled and wiped with the

back of my hand, which only made more come, and the glasses fogged over.

Then a pack of tissues was passed from the left and stopped at my hand. I turned.
It was that woman. She said nothing, did not even look at me, her eyes still on the

screen, yet her hand pushed the pack a little deeper into mine. I took it and managed
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a thank you, my voice hoarse in a way I did not recognize. Only then did she turn,
straightened my crooked glasses on my face, and said: It is a good film, and crying

is no shame.

I blew my nose twice and kept the tissue in my fist. The woman went back to her
film as if nothing had happened. When the crowd moved toward the exit, I set the pack
back on the arm of her seat and said thank you a second time. She waved her hand:

Keep it. The wind outside is strong.

Later my mother picked me up and asked whether the film was good. I said it was,
and told her about the tissues. She asked: What did that woman look like. I thought
hard and said I could not remember her face, only the hand that passed the pack, with
scars of chilblains on the fingers. My mother asked nothing further. The pack is
still in my desk drawer, half full. Every time I see it, I hear that line again: It
is a good film, and crying is no shame. Kindness from a stranger is like this: it
does not ask your name, does not ask why you cry; it simply reaches over at the
moment you need it most, then goes back to watching its own film as if nothing had

happened.
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