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Nobody Stepped on That Line

In that P.E. class, our whole grade was running eight hundred meters on the
plastic track while the teacher timed us at the far end of the straight. The sports
field is old, and along the track edge near the tree pit there is a crack; the ants
had built their highway right there.

The moving column had set off before the bell. One line of ants carried white
pupae, one at a time held high, from the tree pit toward the higher ground under the
steps. The reason only became clear later: that morning the gardener had watered

around the tree pit, and the water had seeped into the nest.

The scout ant had shown up the day before. It ran back and forth along the track
edge, touching this crack, then that patch of soil. The boys who saw it kicked dirt
at it, and nobody paid attention. Only when the whole family started moving did we

understand that the ants had made their decision long ago.
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The first runner almost stepped on the line. Just before his sneaker came down,
he spotted the black thread at his feet, twisted his ankle hard, and stumbled out
onto the grass. Everyone behind him swerved. Some stepped onto the grass, some jumped

over the crack. Nobody shouted a word, yet not one person stepped on that line.

The real obstacle was a shallow puddle left by the sprinkler. The route was cut
clean in half. The ants at the front stopped and touched antennae with each other.
The column swung along the track edge for more than two meters and rejoined at a dry
crack. Not one ant carrying a pupa set it down, and each reinforcement coming the
other way touched antennae and kept going. Dozens of feet during the break wore the
detour path faint, but the next time the ants came out, they still followed the long

way around.

The teacher noticed in the end. He did not let us fill the crack in. He only
said: do not step on it, let them finish moving. The class buzzed for a moment, then
went quiet. By the last period the crack was empty. The ants had moved the entire
family into the dry soil under the steps, and a fresh mound of earth stood at the new

entrance.

I keep returning to that scene on the eight—hundred—meter track. More than forty
people running, and every one of them avoided the same line. The ants’ division of
labor is written into their antennae; our understanding is written into three years
in the same class. The two lines are different, but they meet in the same place —

when nobody gives orders, everyone knows exactly where to put a foot.
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