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A Letter to the Distance

The year you transferred to a faraway place, we split one patch of tree shade in
half. The road you left on was straight, straight as an unfinished problem. I stood
under the tree and watched it narrow, and at the end only the cicada song was left,

finishing the words you had not said.

This summer vacation I decided to write you a letter. Paper and pen lay out in
the shade; the shade is the same old place, the cicadas are the same generation of
cicadas, only the empty seat across from me has been taken by the light. I write:
everything here is fine, the cicadas are still as noisy, the shade is still as cool,

it is just that when the wind passes, the laugh of one person is missing.

As I write, my pen slows down. The cicada song pours into the fibers of the

paper, and every character carries a little of the volume of summer. I write about
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the afternoon watermelon, about the coolness of the well water, about the last
problem in the math homework, which I leave blank, waiting for you to come back and
solve it with me. Then I cross it out and write again: I solved it by myself too.

After writing that line, I sat stunned for a long time.

What shape is the distance? I draw it on the lower right corner of the envelope,
a small circle with a few lines outside it, standing for roads, and also for light.
The mailbox is in the town, forty minutes by bicycle, and the tree shade accompanies
me one stretch and another, the cicada song sees me off one segment and another. On
the road I hold the letter on the handlebar, feeling it very light, and also feeling

that it can hold a whole summer inside.

The drop made a sound, plop, as if the afternoon suddenly gained an echo. On the
way back the sky was dimming, and the frogs in the fields caught the cicada song the
way one shift of a performance changes to the next. I rode slowly, my shadow paving
the road ahead. The distance was inside the envelope, and also at the end of the

road, and both ends were waiting for me.

Your reply arrived at the end of August. You wrote that the cicadas do not sing
where you are, that the buildings are too tall and the trees too few, and that it
misses our old locust tree. You wrote that you solved the blank problem on your side
as well, and your answer was the same as mine. I put the two letters side by side

under the lamp, with several hundred 1i between them, and a whole summer vacation.

Now I am back under the tree. The cicadas are still the descendants of that same
batch, and their way of singing has never changed, as if they too keep a kind of
promise. I have sat in the half of the shade that was yours too, and I tell the
cicadas what the letters left unsaid. The distance is still the distance, only from

now on it has an address, a handwriting, and a person who will think of it in summer.
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