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A Screening Room Inside My Head

In the second term of Junior One, compositions jumped from four hundred to eight
hundred characters, and I actually became worse at them. When a topic was handed out,
others bent their heads and wrote; I stared at the topic with a blank inside. My
mother said I read too little and made me memorize fine phrases. I memorized
brilliant openings for a week, and the next composition still collapsed, because none

of those openings were mine.

The turning point was an accidental rewatch. Over the weekend I watched that film
about chess again. The player, having lost the match, sat in an empty hall picking

chess pieces back into the box one by one, until one rolled to the corner. He
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squatted to fetch it and stayed squatting a long time. I paused, and suddenly thought
of my grandfather. He played chess all his life, and his piece box was a wooden one
just like that, its corners polished bright. I opened the notes app and set the two
images side by side: the player in the empty hall, and my grandfather in our living

room.

After that I formed a habit: while watching a film, jot two lines, one image plus
one person or event it reminds me of. In half a year the notes collected over a
hundred entries. Beside the line from the climbing film, the mountain troubles no
one; it is people troubling themselves, I noted the night I failed physics the first
time and tore two pages out of my mistake notebook. Beside the father in the family
film who places oranges on the station bench and walks away, I noted the stretch of

road where my own father turns around at the school gate and never walks in.

The monthly exam topic was Silent Company. Sitting in the exam room I panicked
for a few seconds as usual, then did something I had never done: I closed my eyes and
let the films in my head run. The screening room really opened. The father who left
oranges on the bench walked out, the player picking up pieces walked out, and last
came my father and that stretch of road that never turns around. I started from the
road of my father, wrote on to the player, wrote on to the mountain, and when eight

hundred characters were done my hands were hot.

When it came back, the teacher had written one line: the material is your own,
and it reads that way. All evening study hall I stared at that red line. I used to
think composition material lived in phrase notebooks and essay anthologies, to be
memorized or borrowed. Now I know it lives in every film I have watched, in every
moment that touched me. Films never wrote a single word for me; they only stored

images in my head, waiting for a topic to come and collect.

My composition scores did rise this term, from lower-middle to upper. But I do
not want to talk only about scores. The score is the last small inch; the long
stretch before it is this: inside my head there is a screening room, open all day,
admitting anyone free. What films opened for me was not the train of thought for one
composition but my eyes for looking at daily life. That stretch of road where my

father never turns around, I had somehow never seen it before.
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The Material Notebook Beside Me

Azhe sits to my right. In the first composition class of Junior Two he borrowed
my opening to copy. His opening was mine, and mine came from the anthology my mother
bought. For a while our compositions were twins, and so were our scores, both stuck
around forty—two. Our Chinese teacher once read one comment that we shared: the

content looks vaguely familiar.

In October, on the birthday of Azhe, his father gave him an old tablet. He
started watching films at lunch break, the twenty—minute shorts, and saving the long
ones for weekends. Strangely, he never discussed the plot afterward. He took out a
green—covered notebook and wrote two lines. I thought he was copying dialogue. 1
leaned over once and saw he was writing images: headlights sweeping a puddle on a

rainy night, the streetlamp in the puddle shattering once and rounding back whole.
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Below it another line: like the time I knocked the enamel mug of my mother off the

table, and she picked up the mug first, and did not look at me first.

I asked him what he wrote it for. He said, saving. His father drives a long—haul
truck and is gone for months, and he used to dread writing about family. Others wrote
about mothers knitting sweaters; he did not even have that. Then he watched a film
about a truck driver who wrote the school number of his daughter on the edge of his
steering wheel. He said that day he copied the number of his own father on the
steering wheel into the notebook, and after writing it sat there a long time without
a word. His notebook grew thicker, the film column and the home column side by side

like two lines of little trains.

For the big November exam composition, the topic was The Back View. It was handed
in, and the next Chinese class the teacher read the essay of Azhe aloud. He wrote how
his father unloaded cargo and tucked a corner of the tarp into the rope groove,
tucked it three times, and on the third time patted the tarp with his palm, like
patting someone asleep. The class went silent. The teacher finished and said: that
pat is not in any textbook or anthology. The ears of Azhe went red; he bent over
pretending to hunt for an eraser. I glimpsed his green notebook open in the desk
cubby, and on that page a new line: while the teacher read my essay, the one on my

right was stealing looks at me.

December monthly exam, I caught his composition score at the top of the paper:
fifty—-one. He traded his notebook for my physics notes, saying, films never really
taught me anything. They only showed me that a single pat on a tarp is worth writing
down. Write enough of them, and on exam day they walk out by themselves. I thought
about it and bought a notebook too. They were out of green, so I bought blue. On the
first page I wrote a film about a postman who slides a letter under a door and a hand
reaches out from the crack to hold the letter down. After that line I added my own:

like the three seconds my father held my report card without speaking.

Now Azhe and I each have nearly full material notebooks. We have a pact: no
peeking at each other, meet on the exam paper. Last time we swapped physics notes, he
wrote a line on my title page: your film stock is catching up with mine. I wrote
back: your number on the steering wheel, I still remember it to this day. Neither of
us copies compositions anymore. The twins of forty—two points have each walked off in

their own direction.
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I Watched That Film Again in the Exam Room

Let me start with the result: that composition ran two and a half pages, and the
last sentence landed exactly as the collecting bell rang. But rewind ten minutes, and
there I sat sweating through my palms. The topic was one character: Road. I stared at
it while famous quotations rang in my head, every one correct, every one unlike what

I wanted to write.

At the seventh minute of panic I closed my eyes and did something bold: I
replayed from the beginning, in my head, that old film I watched last year. It is
about a cobbler keeping a stall at an alley mouth, with a radio broken for thirty

years on the stall, which he never fixes, because he only mends shoes. Someone in the
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film urges him to move to a storefront on the main street, and he shakes his head. In
one scene a girl comes to glue a broken shoe strap, then stands a moment by the stall
and says: master, with your stall set here, everyone in this alley has to nod to you

before going out.

On that line something clicked in my skull. I thought of our alley. Uncle Liu,
the bicycle repairman, kept his stall for over a decade; when a chain snapped, one
shout and he passed over his tools, taking no money. The alley is narrow, and
cyclists on their way to and from school ring twice when they see him, two short
rings, like a greeting. I had never thought that counted as anything. The line about

nodding in the film lit up every pair of short rings in that alley.

I started from Uncle Liu. I wrote how he squeezed a string of bubbles from the
inner tube in water when patching flats, how he never charged schoolchildren for
pumping, how the year half the alley was demolished his stall still stood under the
remaining half of wall, and when a ring sounded he looked up for a glance. At the end
I took that line from the film: with your stall set here, everyone in the alley nods
before going out. I changed the nod to short rings. As the bell rang I finished my
last sentence: a road does not have to lead far away; sometimes a road is a person

standing still so that the roads of others go easier.

On the day papers came back, the teacher read my composition in the review class
and said: the road in this piece is not a street, it is a person. I did not say a
film gave it to me. Not out of shyness, but because I know it was not all the film.
The film gave one line; the alley was Uncle Liu, standing there for over ten years on
his own. A film is like a key that pries open the door you have been keeping
yourself. Everything behind that door had been under my eyes all along; I had simply

never looked down.

I save the grade for last. That term my Chinese ranked near the top of the class,
and my composition sub—score was the highest since I started junior high. My mother,
delighted, asked whether I had been secretly taking tutoring classes. I said no, 1
just watched an old film once more, inside the exam room. She thought I was joking. 1
did not explain. Some roads must be walked once to be understood, like the stretch

from the screen to the alley mouth: two thousand li away, and only one step.
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