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Before the Sky Grew Dark, the Ants Had Already Set Out

That day after school, when I walked to the edge of the flower bed in our
neighborhood, the sky suddenly grew dark. It was not the slow darkening of evening.
It was as if someone pulled a gray cloth over the whole sun from the direction of the
rooftops. The wind changed its taste too, stuffy, with a smell of damp soil. I looked
up. The clouds in the west hung very low, and the row of wires above the rooftop, set

against the cloud, looked like black ropes hung on a gray wall.

Under that sky, I saw on the cement edge of the flower bed a wide, flowing black
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band. It was not the thin ant line of ordinary days. It was a black band as wide as a
finger, packed with ants, all walking toward the small dirt mound behind the flower
bed.

I crouched down and saw that not one ant carried an empty body. Some held in
their mouths a small white pellet, round like a rice grain soaked big. Later I
learned those were ant eggs. Some carried half a leaf of vegetable, some a grain of
rice, and some two ants together carried a dead insect. They walked in a hurry, none

stopping, and the black band was like a river refusing to break.

I followed the band back to its source, an old hole on the cement edge. The soil
piled at that hole was higher than usual, and a row of ants stood at the mouth, their
feelers pointing toward the dirt mound, as if directing. I looked toward the mound.
Under the grass on the mound there was a new hole. Its mouth was smaller than the old

one, but it was ringed with fresh soil, and a small group of ants were diving in.

The sky grew darker, and the wind made the plane tree leaves rustle loudly. I
wanted to go home, but my legs would not move. I had never seen ants move house like
this. In some places their column crowded into a knot, yet even the knot was not
chaotic. Ants behind would circle around, and after circling they fell back into the

line.

When the first raindrop fell, it landed right on the back of my hand and chilled
it for a moment. Then the drops thickened, pitting the cement edge as they struck. I
saw the last few ants carrying ant eggs run into the new hole, and the row of ants at
its mouth slipped in after them. Almost at the same moment they entered, the rain

grew heavy.

I went home under an umbrella, thinking the whole way. The sky darkened by
itself, the clouds came by themselves. How did the ants know the rain was coming
first? That evening I looked through books. The book said that before rain the air is
heavy with moisture, and an ant hole is low and close, so their bodies can sense the
moisture rising, and they move their home to higher ground in advance. Ants do not

have magic. Their bodies are the most sensitive weather instruments.

The next day the rain stopped, and I went to look at the dirt mound. The mouth of
the new hole was quiet, and the old hole had been filled by rainwater into a shiny
little puddle. I stood in the sun thinking. Weather forecasts need satellites and
radar. Ants need only a pair of small feelers, and they tell themselves the news of

rain ahead of time. In nature, the smallest things often hide the oldest skills.
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What Science Class Did Not Teach Me, the Ants Taught Me

Our science teacher asked in class whether there was any way to know rain was
coming besides the weather app on a phone. The classroom went quiet for a few
seconds. Someone said swallows flying low. Someone else said earthworms coming out of
their holes. 1 sat at my desk and remembered the scene I had seen by the flower bed

the evening before.
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That evening the sky grew dark very fast. I was waiting by the flower bed for my
mother to pick me up. I looked up and saw the clouds spreading over from the river,
turning half the sky gray. The wind was full of dampness, and it felt sticky on the
face. On the cement edge of the flower bed there was a dense column of ants, bigger
than any column I had ever seen. They set out from the old hole under the flower bed,

crossed the cement edge, and headed to the higher ground at the other end.

I crouched down and counted. I lost track past fifty, because the column was too
dense. I switched to watching what they carried. Some carried white eggs, some grains
of rice, some insects, one pressed against another. The ants at the very front had
already climbed the high dirt mound at the edge of the flower bed, where there was a
small hole, and ants at its mouth were dragging things in. I understood. They were

moving their whole home from low ground to high ground.

While I watched, a muffled sound came from the sky, and raindrops fell. First one
by one they stamped small marks, then they joined into a sheet. The last few ants in
the column hurried and dived into the hole on the high ground with their eggs. By the
time the rain grew heavy, rainwater had already spread over the mouth of the old hole

on the cement edge.

After I got home I opened my observation diary and wrote down the scene. When I
finished, I added a guess of my own. Did the ants know rain was coming, and that was
why they moved house before it? My mother was washing clothes nearby. She said her
hometown had the same saying. When ants move house, heavy rain follows. The old

saying had been passed down for generations.

In science class I raised my hand and told the class what had happened, just as
it stood in my diary. The teacher asked me to bring out the diary. She walked up to
the podium and read that passage to the whole class. When she reached the part where
the ants dived into the hole carrying their eggs and the raindrops followed, the
whole class was quiet, and the feeling was exactly like mine that evening by the
flower bed.

The teacher wrote a line of comment in my diary. She said the observation had an
order, had details, and had a question of my own. She explained in class that an ant
hole is deep and narrow, and ants can sense the moisture in the air, the tremors in
the ground, and the changes of air pressure. Before rain the moisture rises, and the
low hole becomes close and damp, so they move to higher ground in advance. This is

not superstition. It is a skill ants have practiced for tens of millions of years.

That evening I wrote a new observation diary, placing the lesson from the book
side by side with the scene of that evening. On the left were the darkening sky, the
rising wind, the crowds of ants, and the falling rain. On the right were moisture,

air pressure, and moving to higher ground. When I finished, I suddenly felt that
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nature gives a lesson every day. It simply does not stand at the podium. It crouches
on the cement edge of the flower bed, lined up in a dense black column, waiting for

someone willing to crouch down and look.
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The Ants Warned Me About the Heavy Rain First

The rain outside the window is falling hard. The drops beat on the tin shell of
the air conditioner unit, like someone drumming on a metal sheet. I sit at my desk
doing homework, and when I tire of writing, I listen to the rain. I do not regret at
all that I did not stay outside longer in the evening, because what pulled me back

from outside was not my mother’s call. It was the ants.

Turn the clock back to that evening. On the way home from school I took a
shortcut across the edge of the flower bed in our neighborhood. Halfway there, the
sky suddenly darkened. The darkness came fast. A moment before, there had still been
a bright edge in the clouds. In a blink the whole sky turned deep gray, and the
windows of the apartment buildings 1lit up one by one ahead of time. The wind blew
through from the stairwell, carrying the smell of wet soil, and the plane tree leaves

rustled as they turned over their pale backs.

I walked faster. Passing the cement edge of the flower bed, my eye caught a patch
of black. The black was moving. I stopped and turned back. The cement edge was
covered with ants, layer upon layer, a wide stream surging toward the high dirt mound
on the north side of the flower bed. I stood still, switched my schoolbag to one

hand, and crouched down.

This column was different from the ones I usually saw. When ants go out on
ordinary days, they come in twos and threes, unhurried. This column was like a market
day, or like people fleeing a disaster. Each one held something in its mouth. Shiny
white ant eggs, grains of rice, scraps of leaves. The ones in front had already
climbed the high mound and dived into a freshly dug little hole. The soil at the
hole’ s mouth was new, lighter in color than the soil around it, clearly dug not long

ago.

I crouched there as the sky grew darker, and I forgot to leave. I tried to count
whether the column ever broke. I counted for a long while, and the black stream never
broke. At the old hole, ants were still sending things out, all of them ant eggs. One

ant carried one out, another took it on, like a chain of delivery.

Only when the first raindrop landed on the tip of my nose did I come back to
myself. The drops thickened right after. I saw the last few ants rush into the new
hole on the high ground. Their front feet entered the hole, and the curtain of rain
fell right behind them, turning the cement edge into a little river. I stood up and
ran home. Reaching the stairwell, I looked back. The flower bed was a gray blur, and

only the small hole on the high mound sat there, safe and steady.

After homework I sat by the window listening to the rain, remembering what our

science teacher once said. Among animals, the ones best at reading weather are the
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insects. Ant holes connect to the dampness underground. When rain is coming, the
dampness changes first, and the ants set out. They know nothing of meteorology, yet

for generation after generation they have lived closer to the weather than anyone.

I pulled on the desk lamp, turned to a fresh page of my diary, and wrote the
date, then the darkening sky, the rising wind, the crowds of ants, the falling rain.
At the end I added one line. That evening, it was the ants who notified me of the
heavy rain. They cannot speak. They speak with an endless moving column. Whoever is

willing to crouch down will receive this letter.
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