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An Afternoon in the Tree Shade

On the afternoon after the last exam, I did not go straight home. The sun still
hung white and blazing in the sky, and I turned into the small garden behind our

neighborhood and sat down under an old scholar tree.

The patch of tree shade was round, like a cool mat someone had spread on the
ground. I lay down in the middle of it, and the coolness of the grass seeped up
slowly from under my back. Layer upon layer of leaves covered my head; the wind
passed over the very top and leaked down only a little sound, a rustle, as if someone
far away were turning the pages of a book. Light fell through the gaps between the
leaves and became broken gold on the ground. The broken gold did not move, which

meant the wind had stopped.
Just then I saw the column of ants.

It passed by my foot, a thin black line running from the tree root all the way to

the corner of a distant wall. Some ants carried the green legs of a caterpillar, some
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balanced grains of white rice, and those walking empty—handed stayed at the side, as
if making way for the ones carrying loads. They moved slowly, yet not one stopped to
rest. I watched them carry a grain of rice, watched a big ant go around a grass stem,
watched a small gap open in the middle of the line and immediately be filled by those
behind.

As I watched, the questions I had failed, the words I had not finished saying,
all sank down. The world shrank to the inch of ground beside my foot, and only the
line was moving. I heard my own breathing slow down until it matched the pace of the

ants.

By the time I noticed, the round patch of shade had moved, and there was a faint
mark on my arm from the blade of grass I had been resting on. The sun had sunk lower,
and the garden filled with the footsteps of people going home. A whole afternoon had

passed. I had done nothing, yet my heart was fuller than ever.

On the way home I thought: usually time is cut into pieces by homework and exams,
and we rush through it. Only that afternoon, time was whole. It walked with the steps
of the ants, it moved with the shifting shade. The ants do not count how far they
have gone; the shade does not measure how much it has moved. They simply go, simply
shift. So stillness is not the absence of sound. It is finally willing to rest your

heart on one small thing, and letting time flow through you slowly, and wholly.
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