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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
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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.

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. I
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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