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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
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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
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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