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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.
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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
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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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.

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 [ came back to myself, the shadow of the bamboo chair had turned, and the
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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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Forty Minutes Waiting for Mom

That day my mother had to work overtime and told me to wait for her under the big
poplar tree at the school gate. She called to say she might be late. I leaned against
the trunk and sat down, my schoolbag padded under me, and kept checking my watch:
three twenty, three twenty—five, three thirty-one. Waiting is the hardest thing; one

minute stretches into a minute and ten seconds.

By the third time I checked my watch, I gave up and lowered my head. And in that

lowering, I saw the column of ants on the ground.

The line came out of the crack at the tree root, walked along the curb, and went
all the way to the flower bed across the street. A thin black thread, moving with
great steadiness. One short stretch lay in the sunlight; when ants entered the light
they paused slightly, and once out of it they hurried up again. The ants carrying
loads moved slower still, with fragments of dry leaves raised high on their backs,
like flags held aloft.

I counted them. Past one hundred and thirty I lost count, and when I lost it I
started again from the tree root. Counting, then not counting, just watching. I
watched one ant step aside to let another pass, watched the line go around a button,
watched two ants stopped beside the button — they probably meant to carry the button

away too, but after several tries they could not push it.

The poplar leaves above rustled the whole time: a roar when the wind came, quiet
when it left. The edge of the shade retreated from my toes to my knees, then to my
waist. An ant climbed over my shoelace, paused, decided a shoelace was not food, and

turned back. I did not move at all, afraid of disturbing the entire line.

Then I heard a bicycle bell, and when I looked up, my mother had already arrived
at the gate. She kept apologizing for being late and asked if I had waited anxiously.

I thought for a moment and said, no.

She probably took it for politeness. But truly, I had not felt it drag. Forty
minutes, and I never raised my wrist to check the watch again. Usually waiting is a
blank you must endure, and only the enduring counts:; that afternoon, the waiting

itself was full — as full as that line of ants, every ant, every second, busy with
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something.

On the way home I thought: time was never hidden. It has always been in the
moving shade, in the steps of ants, in the poplar leaves that roar a while and rest a
while. Next time I wait for someone, I will sit down under the shade again, lower my

head, and let a column of ants lead me into that slow, quiet afternoon.
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