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The Ants in My Composition Saved Me

I used to dread writing compositions. The teacher said to write true events, and
I sat at my desk trying to think of something, but everything I thought of sounded
like events from the lives of other people: helping an old lady cross the road,
walking a classmate home in the rain. My mother said, plenty happens in your own

yard, have you ever seen any of it? I could not answer.

During the summer vacation, I found an ant hole at the base of our yard wall.
That day I was eating watermelon at the gate, and a watermelon seed dropped beside
the hole. An ant ran over, could not lift it, and ran off. I thought it had given up,
but it returned with six ants, and each one first tapped the seed with its feelers.
Eight ants pushed together, and the seed wobbled along the ground. I was so absorbed

that I forgot to eat my watermelon.

From that day I kept a small habit: a palm—sized notebook in my pocket, and I

crouched by the wall to take notes. I wrote for eight days. How the seed was carried
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off, how two ants stopped when they bumped heads, how the line climbed the steps

before the rain, all of it was in there.

In the first composition class of the new term, the topic was an interesting
event. I wrote about the ants in our house, about the watermelon seed, about the way
the seed wobbled as eight ants pushed together. I wrote slowly, because for every

sentence I checked my memory against the notebook, afraid of getting it wrong.

The next day, my teacher read my composition aloud to the class. When she reached
the part where the seed moved, the whole class laughed out loud. She asked me: is
this detail real? I said yes, I watched for eight days. She said: this is what a

composition should look like.

For the first time my composition book got three stars. My mother read it slowly
and said: so every day you crouched by the wall, you were saving up material. I think
she is not quite right, but not wholly wrong either. I did not watch the ants for the
sake of compositions. When I watched them, I only wanted to watch. But what truly

goes into the eyes lines up by itself and walks out when it is time to write.

I am not afraid of compositions anymore. The little notebook is still in my
pocket. The ants taught me this: real things are not invented in the head. They wait

outside your eyes. Go and look, and they will follow you home.
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