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Grandma Squatted Down Too

On the weekend I took my seven—year—old son to the village to see my parents. The
concrete road into the village has fields on both sides, and he walked and watched,
very slowly. Under the old scholar tree he suddenly squatted by the road and refused

to move, calling out: Mom, look quick, the ants are in line carrying things!

My mouth opened with that city sentence: stop squatting, the ground is dirty,
grandma is waiting at home. Before I finished, my mother — a seventy—-year—old woman
with a bad back — slowly squatted down too, saying as she went down: oh my, it is

true, they are moving house. I stood there beside them, suddenly the odd one out.

My mother watched, more absorbed than my son. My son asked: Grandma, are the ants
carrying their eggs? My mother said: yes, the white ones are eggs; they fear the rain

will flood their home, so they move to higher ground. My son asked again: are they
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tired? My mother froze for a moment and turned to me: how do you answer that? I
opened my mouth and had nothing. She turned back and told her grandson earnestly:
ants do not know whether they are tired; they just never stop. People do not know
whether they are tired either; what you want to do, you just keep doing, like the

ants.

Standing there listening, my face grew warm. This answer that was not quite an

answer was steadier than anything I could have searched my head for.

After we got home, my mother dug out an old calendar with a blank back page and
said: let us keep accounts for the boy. What accounts? The accounts of the ants. My
son dictated, my mother wrote in pencil, her characters crooked: Saturday, under the
old scholar tree, ants moving house, carrying white eggs, heading north to higher
ground, sky overcast. My son drew ants beside her, filling the page. My mother also

wrote a line in the margin of the calendar: if it rains tomorrow, watch once more.

Rain did fall the next day. When it stopped, my mother went out first to look,
then came back with a report: the ants have moved to high ground, and the soil at the
mouth of the hole is freshly piled. My son jumped for joy, as if the news had been

delivered for him alone.

That evening my mother told me she had herded cattle all her life and watched
ants move house for decades without ever thinking it worth watching. I said: Mom,
that moment you squatted down today beats ten enrichment classes I sign him up for in

the city. She waved her hand: nonsense, the boy called me to look.

I heard that and said no more. Protecting curiosity, it turns out, asks for no
learning — only the willingness to squat down. My mother knows only a few
characters, yet she knows that when a child calls you to look, you look; when a child
asks, you answer in earnest; and that what you saw deserves writing on the back of a
calendar. Those three things are exactly what I, a teacher and a mother, forget most

easily.
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