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Afternoon in the Tree Shade

Under the tree, noon has slowed its footsteps. Sunlight sifts through the gaps in
the leaves, breaking into coins of light scattered on the ground that no one gathers.
The tree shade is a cool island, drifting slowly with the sun. I sit at the center of

the island, a book open on my knees, and one page left for the wind to read.

The cicada song is like rain, not heavy, yet it soaks the whole afternoon
through. It comes from above my head, from the thickest part of the shade, stitching
the light and shadow overhead into a piece of coarse cloth, old and soft. I do not
drive it away. The village keeps only this one sound, as if the whole world were

explaining one and the same word.

The old bicycle by the wall leans there asleep, its basket holding two
watermelons and a summer from last year. The dog sleeps soundly in the coolest corner
of the shade, its ears twitching now and then, as if beating time inside a dream. One

sweep of its tail sends the scattered light rolling to the other end of the yard.

The watermelon in the well sits at the bottom of a bucket, held by the cold
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water. Grandmother sits on the doorstep shelling green beans, and halfway through she
falls asleep first, a bowl of beans tipped over on her knees like a small green
snowfall. The cicada song keeps watch over her afternoon, keeping watch so steadily

that even time takes a detour around this tree.

The book has turned only a few pages. The words float on the paper, and when I
reach the end of a line I slip away quietly to watch the clouds beyond the field. The
clouds are white, the sky is high, and the road sets out from the edge of the field,
stretching toward the distance, turning once, then vanishing into the light. I know

there is a town beyond the distance, and beyond the town, a sea I have not yet seen.

The cicada song does not stop; it seems to measure the length of the afternoon
with its voice. The shade moves an inch, the book moves an inch, and I move an inch
too, taking a walk along with the shadow. When the light turns golden, mother calls
my name from the doorway, and I close the book, holding the page with one finger,

marking this afternoon.

In many afternoons since, I have remembered that patch of tree shade. The cicada
song has never stopped, and the distance is still at the far end of the road. I have
long forgotten the name of the book I was reading that year; I only remember the
coolness settling on my shoulders, the whole summer resting its hand on my shoulder,

gently, as if afraid I would notice it passing.
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