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On Duty Day, the Whole Class Crowded Around One Wall

Our science teacher assigned an observation task. Each student had to observe one
small animal and write an observation diary. I chose ants, because ants are right

inside the school, and I did not need to go anywhere else to find them.

On Thursday it was our class’s turn for cleaning duty. Liu Xiaopang, who was
sweeping, swept up to the wall corner at the back of the classroom. Suddenly he bent
down, stared at the gap between the floor tiles, and shouted once. The whole class

crowded over in a rush.
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At the baseboard in that corner there was a very thin crack, with a bit of soil
piled at its mouth. From the crack came a column of ants, walking along the foot of
the wall, passing the mop sink, all the way to beside the trash bin. The column was

as thin as a line someone drew on the wall with a pencil.

Somebody said that Liu Xiaopang had an unfinished piece of bread in his desk. Liu
Xiaopang broke off a small piece and put it on the ground beside the column. That
crumb was dozens of times bigger than one ant. One ant came over first, circled the
crumb once, touched it with its feelers, then turned and walked back along the

direction of the column.

After a while, a small branch split off the column and headed straight for the
crumb. When they arrived, they did not scramble. Each one found its own place. Some
climbed onto the bread, some went under it, some lined up between the bread and the

wall. Then the crumb moved, inch by inch, toward the foot of the wall.

For those minutes, dozens of classmates stood in a circle around it, and not one
of them spoke. Zhao Tiantian, who always blurted things out in class, kept his mouth
shut too. We were all crouching, our heads close together, watching that small piece
of bread walk across the ground. The crumb could not climb the step at the mop sink.
The ants lifted it once and failed, and it fell back down. The second time, it seemed

more ants joined, and the crumb rolled over the step.

Later the teacher came from the office and saw us in a circle, asking what
happened. The monitor whispered, teacher, look quickly, the ants are carrying bread.
The teacher crouched down to look too. After a while, the teacher said nothing and

took out a phone to take a photo.

When the last corner of the crumb slipped into the crack, there were still ants
in the column walking outward. A question suddenly came to me. Were they carrying
bread because it was going to rain, and they wanted to store all the food at home?
The teacher heard me muttering and said, you can look it up when you go home. Ants
are very sensitive to moisture in the air, and moving house is often them getting

ready to hide from rain.

That day my observation diary ran to many lines, smoother than my usual
compositions. I wrote at the end: dozens of classmates crowding around a wall to
watch ants carry bread, and nobody speaking. That is probably the best shape of
unity. The ants were carrying bread, and what we understood was that none of them
left any other behind.
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