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I Squatted by the Flower Bed for a Whole Hour

Our science teacher assigned an observation task: write about a small animal. My
deskmate circled the flower bed once, came back saying ants are tiny and numerous,
and finished the assignment in two sentences. I was not convinced. The next day after
school I carried a brick over, sat down beside the crack at the flower bed, and

decided to see it through with the ants.

For the first ten minutes nothing new happened — the same ants, the same line. 1
nearly got up and left too. I held on, and lowered my eyes until I could see six legs

of one ant tipping forward one after another.

The movements only came clear around the twentieth minute. An ant found a grain
of rice. It tapped the rice with its antennae, tried lifting from the front, failed,
switched to the side and pushed, and the rice turned a quarter circle. The ant walked
a few steps away, turned back, walked again, then finally crawled under the grain and

hoisted it on its back, walking backward step by step.
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The routes made sense only later. The ants were not wandering; every one of them
followed the deepest crack between the paving stones, and the crack was the road. At
the foot of the wall the column forked: food-carriers turned left, nest-returners
turned right, and a small cluster climbed the wall itself to reach a dead fly. Three

lines, each with its own traffic, none crowding another.

Near the end of my hour, I counted at least four antenna—-taps along the line: one
tap and the ant ahead paused to wait; a second tap and the ant behind moved up. I did

not know what it meant. I simply kept it in mind.

On the way home, questions came one after another: the rice was so heavy — how
did the ant know to go fetch help? Who dug the crack, or is it simply born to be a
road? Are they talking when they touch antennae, and what do they say? The questions

multiplied, a hundred question marks more than my deskmate’ s two sentences.

When we handed in the homework the next day, mine filled two pages: how the rice
was hoisted, the three lines at the wall, and all the questions I could not answer.
My teacher wrote in the margin: now this is observation. I carried the brick back to
the flower bed afterward. The assignment was turned in, but my observation was not
over — those questions were still waiting for me to squat back down and work them

out one by one.
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