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The Shallow Flowerpot on the Steps

On the morning after the rain stopped, Zhou Xiaoman went downstairs to buy soy
sauce. Reaching the building entrance, he suddenly squatted down and stopped moving.
The soy sauce bottle stood by his feet while he stared at the low patch by the door.
A pool of water had gathered there, with ants in it clinging to white eggs and

spinning, and a half-collapsed hole letting water pour in.

He ran home with the bottle and told his grandmother: the ant nest is flooding.
His grandmother said ants will find a way themselves. Zhou Xiaoman said they are
holding their eggs. He put down the bottle, found a shallow flowerpot, a small

trowel, and a stick, and ran back downstairs.

His grandmother followed and stood on the steps watching him. Zhou Xiaoman chose
a spot on the high ground by the low patch, where the soil was dry and the sun
reached. He emptied the pot and scooped small portions of soil from beside the old

hole, putting soil and ants into the pot, holding his breath, setting it down gently.
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With the first scoop the ants scattered. He stopped and waited until they climbed
back onto the trowel before lifting it. His grandmother said from the steps: do not
make the steps too dirty. Zhou Xiaoman said: I will lay down newspaper. His
grandmother went down, looked at the eggs in the water, and came back with an old

sheet of newspaper, spreading it on the steps so he could set the pot firmly on it.

He set the stick between the low patch and the pot, one end by the old nest, the
other on the pot. The ants climbed onto the stick, one after another, heading for the
pot. Several ants went into the water holding eggs, and Zhou Xiaoman stretched the

stick over, waited for them to place the eggs on it, then lifted it carefully.

The soy sauce was still not bought. His grandmother went and bought it herself,
set the bottle on the steps, and did not hurry him. By the ninth scoop, Zhou Xiaoman
had mud on his hands and on his knees. His grandmother reached over and patted it

off, saying nothing about the steps.

That evening, Zhou Xiaoman went downstairs to look. A thin black line lined up at
the new hole, ants coming and going, some carrying grains of rice, some holding white
eggs. He squatted by the pot and watched for a long time, lost count past thirty, and
simply stopped counting.

The shallow flowerpot stayed on the steps after that. When his grandmother
cleaned the steps, she lifted the pot, wiped, and put it back in exactly the same
place. When Zhou Xiaoman came home from school, he first checked the steps, and only

after seeing the ants coming and going did he go upstairs to do his homework.
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