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Mother Put That Essay on the Refrigerator

On the refrigerator door there is a sheet of paper, pressed between a yogurt
pouch and a class schedule, its corners already curling. It is a film review by
Dongdong from Grade Four, with an excellent circled in red at the top right. The day
it went up, Dongdong bounced around the living room, saying, stick it anywhere, Mom,

just do not put it in a drawer. I said the fridge, so we can see it every day.

In Grade Three, The reviews of Dongdong came out with me sitting beside him. I
was not keeping him company while he wrote; I was starting his sentences for him. He
chewed his pen, so I asked who was funniest in the film, and he wrote there was a

funny monkey, and then nothing. When I pressed him to think more, he wrote then they
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defeated the villain, and I learned the value of unity. I have seen that paragraph a
hundred times, because it appeared in every review of every film. I used to wonder

whether this child had no feeling for movies.

The change began with our family movie night. Friday evenings we turn off the big
living room light, crowd onto the sofa for a film, and afterward each says what each
saw, no one grading anyone. One night, watching the dolphin film, Dongdong suddenly
said, that dolphin always stays a little far from the boat, but every time the boat
turns, it is there. My husband and I both froze. Neither of us had noticed it.
Dongdong said, it does not stay away because it does not want to come close; it is
afraid the boat will hit it.

Later the teacher assigned a review of the dolphin film. Dongdong shut his door
and wrote for forty minutes, without calling Mom, without chewing his pen. It came
back an excellent, with the comment: you wrote what others did not see. That evening
he came running with the book held high, and we put the paper on the refrigerator.
His father hunted around and found a dolphin—-shaped magnet to weigh down its corner.

Dongdong said, now it really is beside the boat.

One day while tidying his desk, I found his old exercise books. In those Grade
Three reviews, the monkey and unity appeared six times. I sat in the chair and
laughed, and after laughing my heart ached a little. Back then I started his
sentences and he handed in the movie for the teacher, and the two of us together
turned the most interesting thing in the world into the most joyless chore. Movie
night did not rescue a composition score; it rescued the small scale inside his
heart, so that now he knows which moment is worth remembering and which is worth

writing.

Nobody takes that paper off the fridge now. When relatives come to dinner and
someone asks what it is, Dongdong grabs it first and reads aloud, and when he reaches
that dolphin always stays a little far from the boat, but every time the boat turns
it is there, his father pokes his head out of the kitchen and asks, who saw that
first, me or you. Dongdong cannot answer, and the whole family laughs. The corners
curl badly now, so I reinforced the back with clear tape. The excellent is still the
same excellent, only what it holds down now is the new eyes of a child for looking at
the world.
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