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The Coach’ s Hands

The lights in the cinema went down. As the screen lit up, I was pushing half a
bag of popcorn under my seat. Our teacher said we had to write a reflection after the
film, and I had long fixed the opening in my head: this film is about the female
volleyball team winning the championship; the road was hard, the ending moving. I

could write twenty lines of such sentences with my eyes closed.

Halfway through the film, I slowly forgot about noting details. The girls lost
one match after another, and the red numbers on the scoreboard climbed one notch at a
time. I gripped the armrest, my palms covered in sweat. At the final point of the
last game, the main hitter jumped, the ball brushed the net tape and fell. The whole

arena inside the screen boiled over, and our row stood up clapping too. But what
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really made me sink back into my seat and sit there dazed was one shot during a
timeout: the camera moved close to the hands of the coach. Those hands were wrapped
in white tape, the edges of the tape yellowed, the knuckles thick, an old scar at the
base of his thumb. He clenched a fist, opened it, clenched again, and pressed his
palm down on the tactics board. Just a few seconds, without a single line of

dialogue.

When the film ended, the street lamps had just come on outside. Walking beside my
mother, I suddenly remembered one winter. That year the chain of our bicycle slipped
off. It got dark early, the lamp at the mouth of our stairwell was dim and yellow,
and my father squatted beside the bike to fix it. I held a flashlight for him; the
light shook, and he told me to hold it steady. The backs of his hands were covered
with frostbite, his knuckles cracked, black grease settled in the edges of the
cracks. He pinched the chain and pushed it back link by link, failing twice before it
clicked into place. He stood up, breathed warmth into his palms, and said: the chain,

in winter, is simply stubborn.

In the film the coach says a championship is not won at the final point but in
every day of training. If I put that sentence into my essay it would turn into a
grand moral again. But the thing I remember is different: after that winter, my
father squatted down to check the chain before leaving home every day, and wiped the
dust off the seat with a cloth while at it. He never said the word perseverance. He

simply did those few seconds of things every single day.

Those hands on the screen and those hands at the mouth of the stairwell, it turns
out, are the same kind of hands. They hold no trophies and never appear in close—ups;

they just do one thing over and over, day after day.

Back at school, my deskmate asked what was good about the film. I talked about
the scores for a while and could not go on. In the end I said: go and watch it
yourself, and watch the hands of the coach. When the film reaches the moment he

clenches his fist, you will understand.

That night I bent over my desk and wrote my reflection, a full page, without a

single sentence from the opening I had planned.
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The Red Scarf in the Ticket Box

The animated short we watched in class meeting is called The Last Tram. It runs
only eleven minutes. The story happens in a mountain town: the tram line is to be
torn up, and the old conductor Bob drives the last route. I can finish the plot in
one sentence: the tram completes its final circle, and the stations in the mountain
town go dark one lamp at a time. But what I still remember is not the tram pulling

away. It is one thing Bob did before closing up every day.

He reached into his ticket box, took out a faded red scarf, shook off the biscuit
crumbs, folded it into a neat square, and put it back. The subtitle explained: the
scarf had lain in that box for thirty years. A little girl lost it on the tram when
she was small, and Bob had kept it for her all along, waiting for her to come and
claim it. At the last stop of the final run, Bob hung the scarf on the window seat.
Years later, the grown—up girl returned to the mountain town, stepped onto that tram,
and the scarf was still in its old place. The hall went quiet for a few seconds;

someone next to me sniffled, and my eyes stung too.
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I thought of my grandmother. When I was three, I lost a blue toy truck at her
house. One wheel broke off, I cried about it, and forgot the next day. Grandma put it
into a biscuit tin printed with a little bear and set it on top of the wardrobe. 1
saw that tin many years afterward. Every time I visited, she dragged out a stool,
took it down, and showed it to me: look, your little truck is still here. I said I

was far too old for it now; she still showed it to me again and again.

In the short there is a shot of Bob wiping the ticket box with the red scarf
spread on his knee, pressing the fold flat with his fingers. At once my mind holds my
grandmother standing on a stool. She could not reach the top of the wardrobe, so she
rose on her tiptoes, and she wiped the dust off the tin lid with her apron. Her
memory was already failing. She forgot the pot on the stove, she forgot to take me to
the park, but she remembered which year the little truck was lost and which corner of
the wall the wheel fell off.

Later I entered middle school and visited less often. Last winter vacation, my
mother asked me to bring the biscuit tin down from the wardrobe, saying grandma had
left instructions that it was mine. The tin was a little heavy. I opened it: the toy
truck lay inside, and its missing wheel sat in the truck bed, placed square and neat,

as if someone tidied it often.

Trams get torn up, lines get closed, but someone always keeps a scarf or a little
truck put away, pressing the crease again and again. When the short ended, the
subtitle said the director dedicated the film to his grandmother. The lights came on,

and I read that line twice in my heart.
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Listening for Water Against the Trunk

The day we went to see the documentary, our class took three buses. I fell asleep
as soon as the opening credits started; I had stayed up until eleven the night before
finishing homework, and my eyelids simply would not hold. The lights waking me
startled me awake. When I opened my eyes, a few classmates in the front row turned to

look at me, and I pretended to rub my eyes.

Walking back to my seat I decided to stop sleeping and forced myself to watch.
The film follows three generations of people holding back the desert at its edge.
What truly made me sit up was a shot in the middle: in a stand of dead poplars, the
old foreman pressed his ear against the trunk of a dead tree, listened for a long
time, then straightened up and told the young men there was still water inside the
tree. He dug again beside it, three meters down, cleared the soil, and sure enough
the roots had bent, turning toward the underground water. The old man scooped up the
soil and patted it, saying: the tree is not dead, it went off looking for water.

Nobody in the hall spoke; I heard someone beside me breathe out softly.

I thought of the persimmon tree in the courtyard of my grandfather. Around the
winter solstice each year, he wrapped a coil of straw rope around the trunk, pulled
it tight, and pressed the skirt of rope firm. After spring began, he often pressed
his ear to the trunk to listen, or knocked twice with his knuckles, tilted his ear,
and knocked again. As a child I asked what he was listening for. He said he was
listening to the tree drink water. I thought it funny: how can anyone hear a tree
drink? Grandpa did not argue. He finished knocking, mounded fresh soil around the

roots, went inside, and sat on the doorstep smoking his pipe.

Sitting in the red seat of the cinema, I suddenly understood what he had been
doing. He was not listening for a sound; he was making sure the tree was still alive,
still pushing upward. Those seconds of the old foreman against the trunk and those

knocks of my grandfather on the bark were the same thing.

At the end of the documentary, the grandson of the old foreman graduates from
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college, returns to the sandy land, and keeps planting. The camera pulls back: a
green ribbon lies pressed against the edge of the desert. The subtitle says this

forest has been planted for fifty—one years and is still growing outward.

On the way home I borrowed the phone of a classmate and called my grandfather,
asking whether the persimmon tree had sprouted this year. He said it had, with tiny
leaves. I did not tell him what I had come to understand. I only said I would be back

at summer break to help him wrap straw around the trunk.
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