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A Hundred Movies Live in My Viewing Notebook

Before watching a movie, I put a blue notebook on the coffee table. My name is on
the first page, and on the second page I drew a crooked line, with dates on the left
and film titles on the right. In Grade Three I could only write two words after a
title: good. In Grade Four I started adding one more line after the word good, saying

where the good was.

Last Saturday our whole family watched that film about a father and his daughter.
Halfway through, the father squatted beside a bench at the station, took loose coins
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from his pocket, counted them once, then again, four times in all, and pressed the
money under a glass plate. I pressed pause and wrote in the notebook: he counted the
money four times. My mother came out of the kitchen and asked why I kept pausing a

movie. I said this part must not be missed.

The notebook grew thicker. Little by little I made my own rule: do not record the
plot, only record the places where my heart moved. A line someone said, the back of
someone, any shot that stung my nose, I wrote it down. The ticket clerk handed over a
ticket and let a blind passenger feel the raised dots on it, I wrote that. The woman
at the bun stall slipped one more bun to a small boy while pretending to scold him,
come earlier next time, I wrote that too. After each entry I drew a little star,

meaning I loved that one.

Later I copied the most important entries onto cards cut from an old wall
calendar, one place per card: the time, the film, the detail I saw. At first I
thought I was grading movies. Only later did I understand that I was saving things
up. My mother leafed through the notebook and said, lay these cards out and you
already have a piece of writing. [ tried one, starting from the father who counted
the money four times, writing why he pressed it under the glass, writing how his
daughter years later pressed a bill under the table of a rented room in a faraway
city. That day I wrote over four hundred characters in one sitting and startled

myself.

A teacher once said to watch movies with your brain. I did not understand then; I
thought it meant remembering the plot so you could answer when questioned. Now I
think it means letting one place in a film move into your heart, and then going on
living for it. My card box holds more than twenty cards now. Last weekend my little
cousin found one and read it aloud: he counted the money four times. She asked, who
is this. I said, a father from a movie, and he has lived in my notebook for half a

year.

I still write good or bad after a film title. But then I pause and see whether
any shot is worth recording. If one is, I rewind and watch it again, and again, until
I see it clearly, and only then write it steadily into the notebook. Between a movie
and a piece of writing there was only the distance of one notebook all along. What
matters is not how many films I have watched, but whether at least one truly lived

inside me.
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The Line in My Quote Notebook Grew Into My Own Thought

My quote notebook started in Grade Three. Back then the teacher assigned copying
exercises, so I picked the shortest lines from movies, the shortest, because they
were fast to copy. The notebook was full of pretty sentences, but none of them had

anything to do with me. I copied, slept, and forgot by morning.

The change began last winter. I watched an old film in which the aged captain
says: a ship in harbor is safe, but that is not what ships are built for. Just that
one line, and something inside me was knocked. I copied it down and added a line
after it: I did not dare sign up for the drawing contest, is my ship sitting in

harbor too. That was the first time I wrote my own story after a line of dialogue.

After that I changed the rule: copy only the lines that ring inside me. Some
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lines look beautiful at the moment but go silent after copying, and I leave those
out. Some lines keep turning in my ears two days later, so I add them to the notebook
and circle the date when I do. The circles multiplied, so I started using three pens:
black for the line, blue for what I thought then, pencil for what I understood later.
Under one line, blue ink says it reminded me of my grandmother, and pencil says, so

longing is something you can learn slowly.

Last term I used a copied line in my composition. Writing about that animal film,
I used the line, what is truly important is invisible to the eye. After it I added my
own words: like the stitches my grandmother sews, the side you cannot see is denser
than the side you can. The teacher drew a wavy line under it and wrote two words:
apt. I brought the exercise book home to show my mother. She said, look, the words

from the movie entered your head and grew into words of your own.

My quote notebook has reached its third volume. The first is all in the words of
others, the second is half theirs and half mine, and in the third my own thoughts are
sometimes longer than the lines I copied. My deskmate asks what copying is good for,
since exams do not test it. I open the third volume for him. On one page a line
reads, what matters is not how fast you run but whether you still know the direction
after you fall. Below it my pencil note says: I bombed the math test last week, and I
drew an arrow on the paper pointing at that question, telling myself, know the

direction, try again next time.

The notebook sits on the easiest—to—reach shelf. I no longer think of it as
taking notes for movies. The line comes in, the thought goes out, and somewhere

between the coming and the going, I seem to have grown a little taller.
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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
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
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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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