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The Small Life by the Wall Corner

There is a nest of ants at the corner of the old house. Where the wall plaster
has peeled away, a thin crack runs between brick and mud, and that is their home. As
a child I squatted in front of that crack through countless summer afternoons, and
going back now, the crack is still there, and so are the ants. Their world is
measured in millimeters: a grain of rice is a granary, a drop of water a lake, a
doorstep a mountain they cannot cross. Yet in a world measured in millimeters, they
live more earnestly than anyone. I once watched them carry a dead moth. A dozen ants
took hold from every direction, dismantling wings and body into small pieces, hauling
one piece after one piece into the crack from afternoon until dusk, and not one

stopped to rest in the shade.

The moving column is a line that moves. It starts at the wall corner, crosses the
brick seam, skirts the fallen leaves, and reaches all the way to the higher ground by
the steps. Every ant in the line carries something: white eggs, bits of insect limbs,
seed shells picked up from who knows where. They do not march in a perfectly straight
file, yet they are not chaotic; if the one ahead slows, the ones behind go around on
their own and rejoin afterward. Watching for a long time, I felt a strange respect:
no one gives orders, yet this line moves in better order than many a procession. Wind

blew a locust leaf into the column. The line paused briefly, a few ants dragged the
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leaf out together, and the line joined up again.

They move house before the rain. The sky is still clear, the air holds only a
trace of damp, and people notice nothing, but the ants at the wall corner are already
out in force. Eggs are carried out one by one and filed up toward high ground; the
old opening at the wall grows quiet while a new opening in the crack of the steps
grows busy. When the rain truly falls, water a finger deep gathers at the wall, yet
not a drop enters the new opening on the steps. I stand under the eaves watching the
rain and think of how they packed up their home a day ahead. People rely on weather
forecasts; ants rely on a hint of damp in the air. After the rain stopped, I went to
look at the old opening. One ant stood at the mouth testing, antennae raised toward
the sky, as if confirming the rain had really gone. I still remember that small

silhouette.
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