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The Distance Inside the Light and Shadow

When the lights came on, I stayed seated for a while. The seats around me emptied
one by one, like a tide going out. On the screen the credits walk upward, white

characters walking on black, like a road climbing into the sky.

For two hours I lived inside the light and shadow. The light and shadow are
honest: they laid before me the bend in a father of the family back, the hard skin on
the hands of a mother, the bicycle of a boy who grew up too soon. The light and
shadow are also clever: they are made entirely of light, yet when they land on my

heart they are heavier than stone.

The story happens in a small town far away. The distance inside the story is a
station, a green train, a letter that was never posted. I sat in the sixth row, but

my heart traveled there many times. When the young man stood on the platform, I could
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smell the wind of that platform.

Actually the distance is not far. The distance is the road I can see whenever I
lift my head from my desk at night, the ridge of hills outside the window of the home
of my grandmother. The film said it plainly for me: the distance is not a place on a

map; the distance is the part of yourself that has not finished growing.

The light and shadow flicker on the screen, and they flicker in my eyes too. I
remember the night of the quarrel with my father, the umbrella the mother left behind
when she walked out. The film did not lecture me; it only held up a mirror, and in

the story of another person I recognized the words I had never said aloud.

At the end of the show the attendant straightens the seats one by one. The light
and shadow have finished work, the story has retreated back into the film. But I walk
out carrying that small weight of thought, stepping on the street lamps one by one,
feeling a little heavier, and a little clearer. The attendant at the door stacks
paper cups, popcorn is scattered on the floor, but the hall inside my heart has not

been cleaned yet: it is still dark, and still 1lit up.

At the crossing I 1ift my head. The city keeps few stars; I remember that sky
above the small town in the film. One day I will go and see such a sky with my own
eyes, so that the distance inside the light and shadow and the distance under my feet

can finally shake hands.

Our home is on the upper floor, and the lamp in the window is warm. I push the
door softly; my parents are asleep. I recite one line of the film in my heart once
more, and fall asleep with it. In the dream I board that green train, and the

distance inside the story becomes my distance.
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A Letter to the Father in the Story

Sir, a father I have never met: allow me this address. You sat inside the light
and shadow for one hundred and twenty minutes; I sat outside them for one hundred and

twenty minutes too. The show is over, and I want to write you a few lines.

You speak little in the story. You repair bicycles, you pedal the tricycle, you
press a stack of small bills under the pillow. Your distance is a woven sack holding
a ticket into the city, holding plans you never dared to say aloud. You fold the
distance very small and tuck it into your pocket, afraid someone will see. At night
you count those small bills, then bind them with a rubber band, like binding a bundle
of quiet days.

How honest the light and shadow are. They magnified a hundred times the grease on
your hands, your back sitting on the doorstep at midnight, the hands that secretly
stitched my schoolbag strap back together. In the sixth row I watched, and suddenly

thought of the man at home: the same kind of hands, the same kind of silence.

You did not turn around on the platform. I know why: turn around, and the tears
would lose their worth. When the train began to move, I saw you run two steps after
the window, then stop, standing there wrapped in the exhaust. The story filmed that
part lightly, light as snow falling on snow. But in the darkness I heard a click

inside my own chest, as if something locked, as if something unlocked.

I want to say one sentence for you. The sentence you swallowed inside the story,
I will keep it for you. Someday, when the man at home also turns his back, I will
take it out and say it to that back. Even half a sentence, even with a shaking voice.
What the light and shadow taught me is not how to cry, but how to save the strength

of crying and spend it on opening my mouth.
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Did your distance arrive in the end? The film did not show it. I guess it did,
and I guess it did not. It does not matter either way: the way you carried your

family forward on that tricycle is itself the distance in motion.

The lights are on. I fold these lines and press them into my textbook. Tomorrow
after school I will go home ten minutes early and help the man at home park the
bicycle by the door, saying nothing, the way you did inside the light and shadow.

Some words cannot be spoken aloud; so do them first, and let them speak.
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I Am a Beam of Light and Shadow in the Hall

I am a beam of light and shadow shot out by the projector. I pass through the

smell of popcorn, through the tips of the hair of a boy in the front row, and land on
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the screen, spreading out into the foundation of a whole world.

My work is to hold the story up. I hold it up for the child in the first row with
a tilted face, for the lovers in the last row with joined hands, for the old man who
came alone in the corner. The story walks across my back; I carry it more carefully

than a mountain. A mountain will not cry; a story will.

I have witnessed many things. I saw the boy secretly wipe his tears with the back
of his hand, quickly, like brushing off an insect that landed on his face. I saw him
pull his sleeve down to cover the old scar on his wrist. I saw the old man pass his
last clean handkerchief to a stranger in the next seat, and neither of them said a
word. I said nothing. The rule of light and shadow is this: to witness, but never to

say it aloud.

And he has witnessed me. At intermission he lifted his face to look at me; dust
was flying inside my column of light, like a very small snowfall. He suddenly smiled
and whispered: when I grow up, I will go and see where you come from. I understood
him. The distance he meant is the snow mountain, the sea, the nameless sky at the

beginning of the story.

I promised him. I come from far away: from the open eye of the camera, from the
red-rimmed nights of the director, from the rails a green train really rolled over. I
fold all these distances up, press them into frame after frame of film, and when he

grows up I will return them to him, frame by frame.

The music of the ending plays. I finish work, retreat from the screen, and curl
back into the barrel of the projector. Darkness sits full in the hall again. But I
know I left something behind: when the boy walked out, he carried a small brightness
in his eyes, small as the head of a match, steady as a star. His mother called him

home from the entrance, he answered, and his steps were quicker than when he came in.

Tomorrow night, when the lamp goes out, I go to work again. I will shine a little
brighter than today, because that boy said he would come. The distance waits for me
inside the film, the story waits for me on the screen, and he waits for me to grow up

under the street lamp at the door. The three of us will meet at the next show.
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