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On the Way to Pick Up My Daughter, We Squatted for

Twenty Minutes

At half past four that afternoon, I went to pick up my daughter as usual. Only
two hundred meters from the school gate, she suddenly stopped, squatted down on the
curb beside the flower bed, and called me: Dad, come quick, the ants are moving

house!

On a normal working day I would probably have said: hurry up, go home and do your
homework. But that day I happened to be on leave, and I was not chasing time, so I

squatted down too, beside her. In the crack of the curb there really was a line, ant
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after ant, some carrying white eggs on their backs, some lifting something, all

hurrying toward higher ground.

Her questions came right after, one after another, giving me no room to breathe.
Why are they moving house? Is it going to rain? Are the white things they carry their
babies? Why does the tallest one keep looking back? I answered one by one. Some I
knew — for instance, about the rain: when ants feel water will get into the hole,
they move upward. Some I did not know, like why that one kept looking back. I could
only say: I guess it is waiting for the companions left behind; let us look it up
when we get home. She was not disappointed. She nodded and said: then we must

remember to check.

We squatted there for twenty minutes. People hurried past; an old grandpa laughed
at us, father and daughter, absorbed in watching ants. She was not shy at all. She
even introduced it to the grandpa: it is going to rain soon, the ants are moving to
higher ground. The grandpa said: oh, then I should have a look too. For those twenty
minutes her eyes stayed bright — brighter, and for longer, than when she scored a

hundred on a test.

After we got home she did not complain of hunger first. She dug a drawing
notebook out of the drawer and said she wanted to write it down. I wrote while she
dictated: October thirty—first, afternoon, flower bed at the school gate, ants moving
house, carrying white eggs, one kept looking back, we guess it is waiting for a
companion. The drawing was hers: a black line climbing from the flower bed to a
bench, a row of small dots on the line, and on the dots she drew little bundles. On
the last page she also wrote a question mark: how do ants know it will rain? And she

wrote that she would go back after school tomorrow to look again.

That evening I checked the forecast: rain was indeed coming the next day. I told
her by her bed. She murmured an absent yes, turned over, and fell back asleep, the

corners of her mouth still turned up.

I often think: the questions of a child are like those eggs on the backs of the
ants — small, easy to overlook, yet each holds a life not yet hatched. A careless
hurry up from an adult is a foot stepping down. I am not a father who knows much;
that day I had questions I could not answer either. But I squatted down, and I wrote
it down, and that is enough. Those twenty minutes squatting with her by the road work
better than any lesson I have ever explained to her — because she came to believe:
this world is worth squatting down to look at, and the questions she asks are worth

writing into a notebook.
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