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The Day the Piggy Bank Got Lighter

Grandpa and I have a promise: to take him into a cinema and watch a film
together. The promise was made in summer vacation. He came to town from the
countryside, and we passed the cinema by the gate of the park of the people. The
poster showed a monkey swinging a golden staff. He looked at it for a long time and
said that in his boyhood they watched open—air films, lying on mats spread over the
threshing ground. I said, Grandpa, I will take you to a cinema. He laughed: good, 1

will wait for you.

From that day I began to save. My New Year money went to my mother for
safekeeping as usual, but I won the right to keep two yuan a week as pocket money. 1
did not spend a single fen of it; I fed it all into my piggy bank, a little ceramic
pig. Every night before bed I shook it, and the sound inside changed from sparse and
thin to dull and solid, and I loved that sound. On weekends I also collected cans at
the gate of our compound, sold them, ran to the corner shop to change the coins into

notes, and put them all into the mouth of the pig. Once a classmate offered me a
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popsicle, and I waved him off saying I was not thirsty, while in fact the two yuan in

my pocket were being squeezed sweaty in my palm.

In late autumn the piggy bank was opened, and my mother helped me count: thirty-
seven yuan and fifty fen. I took out two notes and ran all the way to the cinema. On
tiptoe at the ticket window I asked for two tickets for the cartoon showing that day.
The clerk asked who the second ticket was for. I said, for my grandpa. The tickets
came out of the machine still warm, and I held them close and ran home; the wind
poured into my collar and I did not even feel cold. I stopped in the stairwell and
shouted toward home: Grandpa, three tomorrow afternoon, do not forget. From inside,

Grandpa answered, drawing the sound out long.

On the day we went, Grandpa put on his finest shirt and combed his hair with
water. In the hall he sat straight like a schoolboy. When the monkey on the screen
swung the golden staff, he laughed louder than anyone; when the film reached the part
where the little monkey missed its mother, he took out a handkerchief and pressed it
to his eyes. I pretended not to see, and passed him a tissue, just like the person

who passes tissues in the films.

Afterwards he held the ticket stub and said he would take it back to the village
to show everyone. 1 said, Grandpa, I will bring you again next time. He said, next
time I will treat you. At home I watched him slip the stub into the red cloth bag
that held his household register, the most precious things in his whole house. The

piggy bank stood empty, yet my heart felt fuller than ever.
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Two Tickets in an 01d Coat Pocket

I came to the home of my son to look after my grandson in June. Passing the
cinema, the boy pointed at the monkey on the poster, then pointed at me, and said:
Grandpa, I will take you to a film. I laughed and agreed, and did not take it to
heart. The words of children are said and forgotten. But I did not expect that he

took it seriously, and kept taking it seriously for a whole school term.

His mother noticed first. She said, look, this child of ours is strange, he will
not spend five yuan on spicy strips, and who knows where he hides his money. 1
actually knew. At night the boy shook his piggy bank, gurgle gurgle, and I heard it
clearly through the wall. On weekends he collected cans with a bag, his face tanned,
and came home to smooth the small notes flat before feeding them into the mouth of

the pig. I pretended not to see, turned away, and wiped my eyes.

In the village I watched open—air films all my life. A cloth screen was hung, a
long bench carried, and we once fought an old friend for a good spot. After the show
the sky was full of stars, we walked the dark road home, still acting out the lines
from the play. These years in the city I passed that cinema more than a dozen times
and never went in. Not that I did not want to. I felt that place was not opened for
the likes of me.

Late in autumn the boy did not come straight home after school. He came in out of
breath, took two tickets from his pocket, and held them out to me with both hands:
Grandpa, tomorrow three in the afternoon, I have bought them, two tickets. The
tickets had gone fuzzy at the edges from being warmed in his palm. I took them, my
hands shook, so I turned my back to read the printing, three times over. I said good.

My voice went hoarse, and I covered it with two coughs.

That night I brought out the white shirt at the bottom of my chest, the kind with
a stiff collar, and combed my hair with hot water. The mother of the boy laughed at
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me: it is only a cartoon, is it worth it. I said, you do not understand. The boy lay
in bed still muttering about not being late tomorrow. Listening outside his door, my
heart felt both full and aching. He saved money a whole term just to take me into a

cinema. Such a heart is heavier than anything.

I cannot recall the whole film. I only remember the boy sitting ramrod straight
the entire time, laughing out loud. When the little monkey missed its mother, I took
out my handkerchief and pressed my eyes, and he pretended not to see and passed me a
tissue. I took it and said nothing. Coming out he asked one ticket back, saying he
would keep it in his piggy bank as a memory. My ticket went into the red cloth bag
with the household register, close to my things that mattered most. When people ask

what it is, I say: this is the dignity my grandson earned for me.
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The Journey of a Ticket Stub

I am a cinema ticket, printed with tomorrow, three in the afternoon, row six seat
eight. The place that bore me was the ticket machine. That day it spat me out into a
small sweaty hand. The hand gripped me tight and ran all the way, and the wind made
me flutter. The money that bought me was saved over a whole school term: weekly
pocket money, can after can, and small notes smoothed flat one by one. The boy who

saved me did not know that I was worth more than two yuan.

The next afternoon the small hand passed me to the ticket checker, who tore me
open and put the other half back into the pocket. Beside him sat an old man in a
white shirt, hair combed flat, back ramrod straight. When the screen 1lit up he
watched harder than the child. He laughed when the monkey swung the staff; when the
little monkey missed its mother he took out a handkerchief and pressed his eyes. The
child pretended not to see and passed over a tissue. I lay in the pocket and heard

the old man say in a hoarse voice, good, truly good.

After the show the boy took me out and held me to the light. He said, Grandpa, I
will press this half into my piggy bank, as a keepsake. The old man held his half and
said nothing for a long while, then said, good. That night I moved into the belly of
the ceramic pig, dark inside, with a layer of coins beneath me, and I slept well. I
thought my life ended there. A ticket stub, after all, is born to this fate.

But in winter vacation the old man asked for me back from the drawer, saying he
would take me home where roots return to leaves. He sat three hours on a bus, keeping
me in the inner pocket of his padded coat against his chest, warmed the whole way.
Back in the village he showed me to everyone he met: my grandson took me to a film,
saved a whole term for it. 0Old friends gathered at the village gate, and he pointed
to my serrated edge, saying the machine in the city bit this. Everyone laughed at

him, and he laughed louder than anyone.

Now I lie pressed inside the red cloth bag with the household register, a
marriage certificate, and an old house deed. I am wrinkled and my printing has faded,
yet once a month the old man opens the bag to let me see the sun, as if visiting a
relative. I am a ticket stub, worth two yuan. But nowhere in the world is there a

second stub treasured like a treasure the way I am.
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