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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 1 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. I
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
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hoisted it on its back, walking backward step by step.

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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Five Days Inside the Crack

For the first page of our nature notebook, the teacher asked us to observe one
thing for five days straight. My opening line was embarrassing: ants in the wall
crack — small, many, black. After those twelve characters I stared at the notebook,
feeling I had let the teacher down.

On day two I forced myself to look longer. This time I watched the antennae. When
two ants met head-on, they tapped antennae and parted, but one pair touched for a
long while and circled half around each other before splitting up. I also saw an ant
carrying a vegetable leaf twice its size, walking steadily; at the slope it set the

leaf down, slid down itself, then turned back and dragged the leaf after it.

On day three I placed a small pebble in their route. When the ants reached it,
they neither climbed nor pushed. The whole column stepped to the left, flowed around
the pebble, and closed back into the original line. I wrote in my notebook: they seem

to have known all along that a road may bend.

On day four something big happened. The line they had walked for days was gone.
In a panic I checked the cracks between the paving stones one by one, and finally
found the column half a meter away in another crack. They had changed routes. 1
guessed the cause was someone pouring half a bottle of soda into the old crack; its
edge was still sticky. On the new line the ants walked faster than before, and nobody

wandered.

On day five I did not squat in place. 1 spread the previous four days of notes
across my knees, reread them, then wrote on the last page every question I had saved
up: were that pair who touched antennae for so long quarreling? Why did the leaf-
carrier slide down first and drag the leaf after? Who decided to change the route —
with no one giving orders, how did they all know the new line? I counted five

questions and could answer not one.

The day we handed in the notebooks, the teacher turned to my last page and said:
questions are more precious than records; only eyes that can ask have truly seen. My
deskmate’ s notebook said the same thing five days running — ants are small and many.

Mine had no repeated sentence across five days. The crack was still the same crack,
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the ants still the same ants, but in five days I had swapped in a new pair of eyes.
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My Little Sister Drew an Ant Carrying Something

On the weekend at home, my third-grade little sister lay flat on the table
drawing ants for tomorrow s art class. I had been doing homework nearby. She looked

so serious that I put down my pen and leaned over to watch.

Her ant was bigger than a fingernail, with six legs and two long antennae on its
head. Strangely, the antennae did not stop at the head. They reached outward and
joined the antennae of another small ant drawn far away, with a wavy line between

them and three characters written on the line: touch—touch.
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I asked her what it meant. She said: when ants tap antennae, the ants behind know
where the bread is. She sounded completely sure, as if she had seen it herself. I set
down my pen, took her downstairs, and went to the flower bed in our neighborhood to

find real ants.

The real ants were far smaller than her drawing, but she had most of it right. We
squatted on the brick edge, watching one ant discover a crumb of biscuit, watching it
head back, watching it meet another ant halfway and tap antennae. After the tap the
two went their separate ways, yet minutes later more and more ants streamed toward

the crumb. My sister whispered: see? This is exactly what I drew.

She wanted to see how ants carry things, so we waited until the sun leaned west
and finally caught two ants lifting a small insect together. She asked: which one is
in front when they carry? I said the front one leads. She frowned and said no — both
of them are watching the insect, and neither is watching the road. I froze, looked
closely, and she was right: both ants were backing up under the insect, and the

direction was set by the insect itself, not by any leader.

On the way home she bounced along, saying her drawing would get an A. I kept
quiet, thinking: I have squatted by flower beds for hours, writing observation after
observation, yet I had never once thought about the question of who is in front. My
sister cannot write complicated sentences. She simply drew what she saw — antenna
touching antenna, touch—touch — three characters that named the thing I had failed

to understand.

That evening she held the drawing up for our mother to see. I asked for it and
stuck it beside the lamp on my desk. From then on, every time I write an observation,
I first look up at those two curving antennae, reminding myself: before your eyes

squat down, admit that what you have not seen is more than what you have.
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