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Grandpa and I Each Watch Our Own Things

That summer I was sent to the house of my grandpa in the countryside, and what I
feared most was noon. At noon you could not go anywhere; the sun bleached the
courtyard white, and the dog lay panting in the doorway. That noon, grandpa carried
out two bamboo chairs and set them under the shade of the persimmon tree, and said to

me: come, let us watch the ants.

I followed unwillingly. The shade was small, just enough to cover two chairs and
a patch of ground. After grandpa sat down he stopped talking, his eyes fixed on a
black line on the ground. It was a column of ants, coming out of the hole at the
corner of the wall, walking along the foot of the wall, all the way to the persimmon
tree, and then climbing up. The ants climbing the tree were not in such neat ranks;

some stacked on top of others, like a thin stream of black water flowing upward.
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For the first ten minutes I could not sit still at all. I took out my phone — no
signal; I counted the bamboo strips on the chair and lost count somewhere in the
thirties; I pulled grass from the ground, one blade after another. Grandpa paid me no
mind. He just watched, and now and then said something like: look, this one cannot
carry it, another has come to take over. Sure enough, a big ant came over, the two

worked together, and the little load moved.

At some moment without my noticing, I stopped looking at my phone and started
looking at the ground. I saw that within one column there are fast ones and slow
ones; that one ant fell out of line, made a small detour, and rejoined; that at the
edge of the shade there was a patch of light, and ants paused for a moment there
before crossing. Grandpa was right: looking at things means really looking, not

glancing once and calling it done.

When I came back to myself, the shadow of the bamboo chair had turned, and the
sun was warming my feet. The bleached noon quiet was still there, the cicadas came in
waves, and the persimmon leaves above rustled once and stopped. Grandpa had fallen
asleep at some point, his head tilted back on the chair, snoring softly. The line on

the ground was still moving, moving from noon into the afternoon.

I did not wake him. I let him sleep like that. I suddenly understood why he
watches the ants every summer. When he watches, he is not chasing time; time is slow
on him, like the steps of ants. In the city I twist one minute into three and glance
at everything I look at — no wonder I cannot sit still for ten minutes. So focus is
not forcing yourself to sit; it is your eyes finally finding one thing worth watching

slowly.

At noon on the day before school began, we sat in the shade again. Grandpa said:
you will come again next summer. I said yes. The line on the ground climbed from the
foot of the wall to the persimmon tree, moving from noon into the afternoon, as long

and unhurried as that afternoon when neither of us said a word.
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