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It Started from the Torn Toe of Those Shoes

Xiaoyu used to dread the assignment in which the teacher asked everyone to watch
a film and write about it. Others filled a whole page; she sat under the lamp chewing
her pen, feeling that a film scattered the moment it ended, like soup down to the
bottom of the bowl, with nothing left to scoop out. Last Friday the teacher assigned
an old martial arts film, to be written up by Monday. Xiaoyu finished watching on

Saturday, and by Sunday night her notebook held only the title.

Monday morning, the teacher changed the topic on the spot. She said: this time do
not write about the whole film, write one place only, the one place that moved you
most, a line, a shot, a person, anything. Xiaoyu walked home with her backpack on her
back, thinking, and she remembered the villain. The whole class hated him, stealing

the treasure blade, betraying his master, defeated in the end, serving him right. But
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Xiaoyu remembered his shoes. When the camera swept past, the toe of his boot had a

torn hole, threads sticking up, mended, mended crookedly.

She sat by the window and wrote. She wrote: the villain is bad, but his shoes are
torn. Why would a man unwilling to replace his shoes want that treasure blade so
badly. The night he stole it, he crouched on the wall and tucked the torn toe into a
crack, as if afraid someone would see his poverty. As she wrote, her pen slowed. She
realized she was not making things up, she was thinking. The villain never had one
line explaining himself, but his shoes spoke for him. She ended the passage: being
bad does not mean being bitter, and being bitter does not mean being good. Put both

on one person at once, and that person becomes real.

Tuesday, the teacher read the passage to the class. When she came to the part
about hiding the torn toe in the crack of the wall, the room went still. Afterward
the teacher said: details hide thinking. Classmates turned to look at Xiaoyu, their
eyes like people looking at someone who had found a secret. Xiaoyu buried her chin in
her scarf, her ears a little hot, while inside her something like a small lamp was

being turned up.

After that, Xiaoyu watches for shoes, hands, and backs in every film. Her mother
noticed she watched more slowly, rewinding a film again and again. Her mother asked,
did you not hate rewinding most of all. Xiaoyu said, I am not watching more seriously
now, I am watching more slowly. Once you slow down, the people in a film turn back
and look at you; they stand inside your heart and ask you one question: do you

understand him.

Last week a new page appeared in the viewing notebook of Xiaoyu: first find one
place to stop, then think one step further for that person. She does not know if this
counts as what the teacher calls thinking. She only knows that, starting from those
torn shoe toes, a film is no longer soup that scatters when finished. What she

scooped from the bottom of the bowl is enough to keep her writing for a long time.
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