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Before the Lights Came On

The lights in the cinema went down, and the father who repaired bicycles appeared
on the screen. I did not pay much attention at first. He spoke very little. The
camera passed over his hands: black grease worked into the creases of his fingers,
several cracks across the web of his thumb, wrapped carelessly with tape. His son
picked up an old glove at the counter, patched and re—patched by hand, and stood

frozen. Frozen in my seat too, because I thought of the hands of my own father.

My father does not repair bicycles. He changes locks and clears drains near our
neighborhood. Every morning he rides his electric scooter to school with me behind
him, my hand resting on the hem of his padded coat. The coat is old, shiny at the
cuffs. Once, behind his back, I started counting his white hairs and stopped at the

seventh. [ had never said one word to him about those hands.

In the film, the son finally asks: Dad, why are your hands like this. The father
hides them behind him: Nothing, same as always. Only that line, yet I heard someone

sniffling on my left, and a child on my right looking up to ask his father why that
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uncle would not talk.

When the film ended, the crowd pushed toward the exit, and I waited by the door
for my father. He had come straight from his repair stand, helmet still on, and
handed me a thermos cup: Are you cold. I took the cup and held his hand. His palm was
hard with callus, a fresh winter crack covered with new tape. I said: Dad, why are
your hands like this. He froze for a second, then pulled his hand away: Nothing, same
as always. The words matched the film exactly, and I almost laughed, but this time I
did not let it pass as a joke. I said: Dad, on weekends I will come to the stand and
pass you the wrench. He first waved it off, telling me to finish my homework, then

two seconds later changed his mind: It is cold in the morning, wear something warm.

Before the house lights came on, my hand stayed inside his. For the first time I
noticed the tips of his ears turning red. We rode home through hard wind, street
lamps sliding backward one by one, my chest against his back, remembering the last
line of the film: some words are not missing, only set down too long ago, waiting for

someone to reach for them first.
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