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Five Days Inside the Crack

For the first page of our nature notebook, the teacher asked us to observe one
thing for five days straight. My opening line was embarrassing: ants in the wall
crack — small, many, black. After those twelve characters I stared at the notebook,
feeling I had let the teacher down.

On day two I forced myself to look longer. This time I watched the antennae. When
two ants met head-on, they tapped antennae and parted, but one pair touched for a
long while and circled half around each other before splitting up. I also saw an ant
carrying a vegetable leaf twice its size, walking steadily; at the slope it set the

leaf down, slid down itself, then turned back and dragged the leaf after it.

On day three I placed a small pebble in their route. When the ants reached 1it,
they neither climbed nor pushed. The whole column stepped to the left, flowed around
the pebble, and closed back into the original line. I wrote in my notebook: they seem

to have known all along that a road may bend.

On day four something big happened. The line they had walked for days was gone.

In a panic I checked the cracks between the paving stones one by one, and finally
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found the column half a meter away in another crack. They had changed routes. 1
guessed the cause was someone pouring half a bottle of soda into the old crack; its
edge was still sticky. On the new line the ants walked faster than before, and nobody

wandered.

On day five I did not squat in place. 1 spread the previous four days of notes
across my knees, reread them, then wrote on the last page every question I had saved
up: were that pair who touched antennae for so long quarreling? Why did the leaf-
carrier slide down first and drag the leaf after? Who decided to change the route —
with no one giving orders, how did they all know the new line? I counted five

questions and could answer not one.

The day we handed in the notebooks, the teacher turned to my last page and said:
questions are more precious than records; only eyes that can ask have truly seen. My
deskmate’ s notebook said the same thing five days running — ants are small and many.
Mine had no repeated sentence across five days. The crack was still the same crack,

the ants still the same ants, but in five days I had swapped in a new pair of eyes.
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