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The Cardboard I Put in Their Way

The day I was on cleaning duty, my job was hosing down the corridor along the
wall. I stopped the bucket in front of the crack at the corner — a dense column of
ants was crossing the corridor, and the water from my mop would surely cut them in
half.

Grandpa Chen, the cleaner, happened to pass by and waved me to wait. Hold on, he
said, let them finish moving. He had watched these ants for years, he told me; they
are hardworking, and it would be wrong to cut off their road. I set the mop down and

squatted beside him.

The scout ant led. It ran ahead of the column, touching the floor tiles, touching
the base of the door frame, and finally touching a pencil someone had dropped. It
circled the pencil once, went back and tapped antennae with two ants behind it, and

the whole column changed direction, swinging around the pencil.

The carrying team hauled the wings of dead cicadas and bundles of eggs, one

mouthful each. For the heavy pieces, several ants lifted together: the one in front
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set the direction, the ones behind pushed with their hind legs. Grandpa Chen said the
ants running back and forth, tapping whoever they met, were passing word along: this

way is open, or that way is blocked.

A mean idea came to me. I pulled a piece of cardboard out of the trash bin and
laid it across their route. The ants at the front stopped. Some climbed; the
cardboard was too smooth and they slid down. Some tried to go around; the cardboard
was too wide. Just as I was sure I had sealed the road for good, a few ants climbed
along the edge of the board, hooked their feet on the torn fibrous border, and
crossed over one by one. The rest followed, and the whole column went over the

cardboard.

I pulled the cardboard away. Grandpa Chen laughed: see, they found their own way
out. The ants did not seem to notice the board was gone; they kept to the new path
they had just broken. Only after the last ant passed did I pick up the mop and rinse

the corridor, giving that line a wide berth.

Our classroom blackboard poster was still unfinished, and I was sulking, blaming
my teammates for not listening to me. Watching the ants cross the cardboard, it
struck me: they never argue over whose plan is best. When the road is blocked, they
detour first, and sort out who leads and who follows afterward. The division of labor
among ants is not a rule posted on a wall; it is each one finding its place inside
the line. Back in the classroom, I picked up a marker and painted the section nobody

had claimed.
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