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The Clock Repairman Never Looks at the Clock

In the film, the great clock of the railway station had stood still for thirty
years. The station master was anxious, the passengers were anxious, and everybody
circled the dial, urging the repairman to finish before the reopening day. But the
white-haired old clockmaker never once raised his eyes to look at that clock. He took
it apart into more than a thousand pieces, laid them out on an old velvet cloth,
worked on only a few of them each day, oiled the gears, straightened the hairspring,

and reasoned with every single part.
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The station master banged the table and demanded a date. The old man answered
with one line: a clock is repaired, not hurried. While working he watched no
progress, no calendar, not even his own watch. When his apprentice wound it for a
test run, the old man listened to the sound first, then measured the swing of the
balance wheel, and sent anything off by a hair back to the bench for another round.
For most of the film I almost forgot when the clock would ever run again; all I

remember are his hands, steady as if he were mending an heirloom.
When the lights came up, the first thought that found me was my own.

Last term I set myself a frightening goal: finish all my math mistakes in ten
days and memorize two vocabulary books besides. The plan sheet was bigger than my
desk, and every night [ stared at it to tick the boxes. The first three days held;
from the fourth everything slipped. I stayed up until half past eleven, swayed
through classes the next day, and made more mistakes. The more anxious I grew, the
more errors I made; the more errors I made, the more anxious I grew. My hand floated

over the homework like someone behind me pressing fast—forward.

Then my math teacher asked me only one question: do you want to learn it, or do
you want to finish ticking boxes? I had no answer. That question collided with the
words of the old clockmaker: a clock is repaired, not hurried. I had been staring at
my own dial, counting the days and pages left, and never looked down at the parts in

my hands: whether I truly understood this problem, whether that word truly stayed.

The old man cared about the result more than anyone; he simply knew that the
accuracy of a great clock hides in the turning speed of every small gear. I now split
my big goal into daily gears: two math mistakes fully understood a day, fifteen
English words a day. When they are done, the parts go back on the cloth, and I do not
count what remains. In the first two weeks my pace slowed, yet my error rate fell for

real, and I could sleep by ten thirty with bright eyes next morning.

At the end of the film the clock that had slept for thirty years struck, and the
whole station looked up at its face. The old clockmaker did not look. He bent over
his tools, packing them away like a street vendor closing shop. I love that ending.
It makes me believe that the one who keeps every gear smooth will hear his own clock

strike in time. My task is simple: bend down and reason with the two gears of today.
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The Keeper of the Light Is Not Afraid of Dark

It was a very quiet film. The lighthouse on the island was changing its lamp: the
old kerosene light was to give way to an electric one, but the cable could not reach
the island yet, so the keeper, 0ld Chen, still kept the old rule: wipe the lamp glass
clean before dusk, add oil, strike the flame, record the wind. There was no one else
on the island, no audience; the nearest fishing boat lay twelve miles out. A reporter
came ashore and asked him: when nobody sees you, why still take it so seriously. Chen
thought for a long time and said: the lamp is not lit for those who can see, but for

those who cannot.

One scene has stayed with me. The day after the typhoon passed, half the glass on

the tower top was shattered. Chen climbed the spiral stair of thirty meters, one hand
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on the rail, the other passing new panes up one by one. His hand trembled, and the
camera did not look away. Afterward he wrote in his log: lamp lit today, sea visible
for twelve miles. Sweat blurred one corner of the handwriting. He wrote neither of

hardship nor of merit, only that the lamp was burning.
It reminded me of the half-term I commuted to school.

Evening study ended at half past nine, and at home forty more minutes of homework
waited. In that stretch, the classical poems I recited slipped out of my memory by
the next day, and every free—-body diagram in physics came out wrong. Nobody saw when
I slept, nobody saw when I rose. One night, staring at an electricity problem, I
suddenly asked myself: what is the use of effort that no one sees. For days my hand
was soft over the exercises, my writing floated, and even morning reading passed

through me without leaving a trace.

Chen’ s words pulled me out of that question. The lamp is not 1it for those who
can see, but for those who cannot. My effort was the same: it was not ticks for the
teacher, not a ranking for my parents; it was a light left for the unseen self of
some months later. The one sitting in the exam hall would be me, and the one needing

a lamp would also be me. Every unseen evening was a light kept for that future me.

After that I did not enlarge my plan; I shrank it. Four lines of classical poetry
a day, recited silently before sleep; two force diagrams in physics a day, checked
against the answers, the wrong one redrawn the next morning. I stopped asking when
progress would come and asked only whether tonight’s lamp had been fed. By the final
exam my physics had climbed from the seventies to eighty—eight. Nothing astonishing,

but I know which nights those eleven points came from.

At the end of the film the cable reached the island, the electric light replaced
the kerosene lamp, and Chen signed the handover sheet, polished the lamp glass he had
used for thirty years until it shone, and set it aside. On the day he left, a fishing
boat passed beneath the tower, and a child on board looked up: the lamp was burning.
I love that shot. The keeper of the light is not afraid of dark, because he knows he
is the one who walks the night to its end. I mean to be my own keeper, and tonight I

will light tonight’s lamp first.
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The Mountain Is Silent, but the Road Answers

It was a mountaineering documentary about a student team attacking a six—
thousand-meter peak. Three times the snow wall stopped them below the ridge. The
first time, the wind tore down two tents and the whole team retreated to the valley.
The second time, at five thousand meters, an oxygen bottle failed, and they turned
back again. The third time, four hundred meters from the summit, a wall of fog came
down with visibility under five meters; the leader checked the altimeter and gave the
order to descend. There was no wailing in the frame, only team members hoisting their
packs higher on their shoulders and stepping down one by one. On the way down, one of
them said to the camera: the mountain is silent, but the road you have walked will

answer you.

After the second retreat they did not break up. The team returned to the valley,
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took the faulty oxygen valve apart and studied it, repaired it, re—checked every
crampon point by point, and went up for the third time. The documentary did not give
them a summit happy ending: on the third push the weather turned again, and the team
stopped at four thousand meters and came home. The closing caption read: the team
tried again the following spring and reached the top. No cheering shot, just one line

of text. That single line sat me straight in my seat.
Because it took me back to the fifteen hundred meters at our school sports meet.

In the autumn of eighth grade I signed up for the 1500 meters to prove I could do
it. I kept pace through the first lap; on the second my foot caught another runner’ s
spikes and I went down on the track, my knee scraped wide open, my palm raw. I got up
and limped through the last three hundred meters while the whole class watched in
silence at the finish line. For a full month afterward I dodged P.E. class and found
stomach—ache excuses whenever running came up. | had treated that fall as the ending,

like a film over, with the caption reading: I lost.

The team in the documentary made me rewatch my own race. Snow turned them back
three times, and none of it counted as losing, because every descent had answered
something: how to anchor a tent, where the valve failed, how to rope together inside
fog. They took failure apart into things that could be repaired. I, instead, wore my
fall as a grade stuck to my body for a month, and never once opened it to look: was I
starting too fast, was my arm swing in disorder, or was I simply afraid to 1lift my

legs after falling.

Once I saw that, I did a few laughably small things. I stopped skipping the slow
run in P.E., and ran the first lap at seventy percent effort; I practiced the
breathing rhythm my teacher taught, three steps inhaling and two exhaling, counting
laps below my building for two weeks; at last month’s class time trial I ran the 1500
meters again, made no podium, but finished fourteen seconds faster. Fourteen seconds
is not much, yet it was the road’ s answer to the month I had thrown away on the

ground.

The mountain is silent, but the road answers. Snow gives no score to the
climbers, the track gives no score to the fallen; they only record whether you kept
walking. My plan for ninth grade is to carry this sentence with me: a failed mock
exam is one retreat, so take the paper apart, find the faulty valve, repair it, and
climb again. The mountain stays where it is, silent, unwilling to leave, waiting for

the ones willing to come back.
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