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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
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mistake. Mom took neither side. She tightened her scarf and said: let us talk as we
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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The Half Sentence Dad Never Said

The moment the show ended the lights of the hall swept on. My son held the empty
popcorn bucket, and my wife popped the last kernel into her mouth. Nobody hurried to

leave, as if we were all still sitting there beside the little duckling.

The film told of a lost duckling that wanted to see the sea: swept by rain,
chased by dogs, yet it arrived. The sea was ordinary, with cargo ships floating on
it, and the duckling sat long on the beach. Outside the cinema my son spoke first:
this duckling is stupid. I answered almost before he finished: not stupid, wanting to
see the sea is not a mistake. The words surprised even me. They did not sound like
words about a duck. They sounded like words spoken to myself thirty years ago, the

boy crouching on the riverbank afraid to go home.

My father waited for me at the village entrance with a willow switch. That year I
had swum secretly in the river and came home to his dark face. The switch stung my
calves and I did not cry; when he turned and went inside, I saw his shoulders
shaking, and then I cried. I grew up, moved to the city, became a father, and never
once said a soft word to him. The winter he died I was on a construction site, and I

did not make it in time.

My wife suddenly spoke, saying she had been lost for two hours at eight on her
way to meet someone at the station, and told no one. My son stared and asked if she
had been afraid. She said afraid until her legs turned to water, but when she saw the
bicycle of her mother she did not cry, she ran and grabbed the back seat. My son said
oh, and was quiet for a long while. I heard my own heartbeat, thud thud, as if aching

once in place of my father.

Walking to the gate of our compound we noticed we had ridden one stop too far. On
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the way back my son looked up and asked: Dad, do you want to see the sea. I opened my
mouth, and that half sentence rose to my throat: yes, I have never seen the sea to
this day. At the edge of my lips I swallowed it and said another sentence instead: if
you want to see the sea, Dad will walk with you. He said good, crisp and clean, as if

promising something enormous.

Going upstairs my son entered first and turned to hold the elevator for us. My
wife said quietly: that moment today when you spoke up for the duckling, that was
truly handsome. I chuckled. In truth I know I will say that half sentence sooner or
later. The day I stand with my son at the shore, I will tell it to him, and tell it

to my father too, though he can no longer hear.

At night I picked up my phone and called my mother, for nothing in particular,
just to listen to her chatter for ten minutes. Before hanging up I said: Mom, one day

I will take you to a film. There was a pause on the line, then she said: good, good.
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The Year Mom Was Eight and Got Lost

It is rare for our whole family to see a film together. This time our son
proposed it, holding out his pocket money: Mom, I am treating you three. He bought
the tickets, and the popcorn too. When the lights came on he handed me the empty

bucket, like returning a job well done.

That little duckling in the film got lost and found its own way, determined to
see the sea. Our son called it stupid. His father jumped in saying wanting to see the
sea is not a mistake, then froze at his own words and rubbed the back of his head. I
watched from the side, thinking: these two, one with a hard mouth and one with a soft

heart, cut from the very same mold.

Somehow I began telling the story of being eight. Going to the station to meet my
mother, I missed her and lost my own way instead. Two hours I circled the plaza
before the station, frightened until my legs turned to water, yet I did not cry and
did not go to any adult. The eyes of my son went round: Mom, why did you not cry. I
said: what good is crying. If the bus came and you could not grab the back seat, that

would be a real loss.

Even I found it strange as I said it. I had kept this thirty years, and even my
husband was hearing it for the first time. He was silent a long while, and only under
a streetlight asked: were you hungry then. I said not hungry, just thirsty. He said:
next time we will take the little duckling to see the sea too, and bring a water
bottle. Our son laughed and called him unromantic. But I saw him, after laughing,

quietly edge closer to us.

We had ridden one stop too far and walked back. The two of them were still
talking about the plot, whether the duckling should have left word, whether the dog
chased it out of hunger. Listening, I suddenly understood: after this film ended, our
son talked over his reasoning, his father talked over his riverbank, and I talked
over my station. The childhoods each had hidden for decades, all let out by one
little duckling.

Entering the house our son ran to wash his hands, my husband put on the kettle,
and I fitted a bag into the popcorn bucket. Handing me water my husband said: that
time when you were eight, you were truly brave. I gave him a look: you only found out
now. At night in bed our son mumbled from the next room: Mom, next time let us ride

one stop too far again. I laughed and said all right.

It turns out the farthest distance in a family is not one stop past your own. It
is each carrying a childhood of their own, walking side by side for over ten years

without ever talking of it. The show ending does not matter. The talk is long.
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