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The Streetlights Came On One by One

The show ended and the lights came on in the hall, and I noticed that we had all
sat through it as if frozen: Dad had his phone face down on his knee, and Mom put the

last kernel of popcorn into her mouth.

The film was about a little duckling that wandered off. It wanted to see the sea
and set out alone, walking three days and three nights. The rain swept it into a
ditch, a big dog chased it up a slope, and at last it reached the shore. The sea was
just an ordinary sea with a few cargo ships floating on it, yet the duckling sat on

the sand and stared at it for a long, long time.

Walking out of the cinema I spoke first: this duckling is stupid, it would have
been better to stay put instead of suffering like that. Dad shook his head at once:
not stupid, it only wanted to see the sea, and wanting to see the sea is not a

mistake. Mom took neither side. She tightened her scarf and said: let us talk as we
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walk, and see how far the talk takes us. The young man selling popcorn at the door

shouted that the last bucket was half price, and none of us turned around.

We walked and talked. I said the duckling should leave word before setting out,
so the family would not worry. Dad said that when he was small he also slipped away
to swim in the river, and when he came back his father waited at the village entrance
with a willow switch, and he cried from fear harder than he cried from the beating.
Mom fell silent for a moment. A streetlight popped on, and she said: the year I was
eight, I got lost for two hours on my way to meet your grandma at the station, and I

told no one.

I had never heard this from Mom. In my mind Mom knew everything and could do
anything, and could even mend a bicycle. I asked her: were you frightened then. Mom
said: frightened until my legs turned to water, but when I saw the bicycle of your

grandma coming in, I did not cry, I ran over and grabbed the back seat with one hand.

We talked until we reached the gate of our compound, and only then noticed we had
ridden one stop too far. Dad laughed and said let us walk back, and Mom said all
right. I ran ahead, then walked backwards waving at them. The streetlights came on

one by one behind us, and our shadows grew long and short.

That night I wrote in my diary: so Mom was once a little girl too, and Dad was
once a naughty boy too. The film was over, but our talk went on for a long, long
time. If we see another show next week, I want to walk a little farther and talk a

little more.
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