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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

film urges him to move to a storefront on the main street, and he shakes his head. In
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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 1li away, and only one step.
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