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Squat Down and See Another World

That day I was tangled up with work, and I picked my daughter up from school.
Downstairs she suddenly squatted and would not move. I thought her shoelace had come
undone, but looking down I saw her staring at the wall corner, saying: Dad, look,
they are standing in line. I had meant to give it three seconds, but since I had
squatted, I looked a little longer. That little bit fished me out of my work. A nest
of ants lived in the crack at the wall base, a thin line coming out of it, skirting a
pebble, climbing the steps. My daughter held her breath, I held mine, and the two of

us gave way to an ant line, standing on either side until it had passed.

The way they carried things shamed me, a grown man. A sunflower seed shell far
bigger than them: seven or eight ants ringed it, some pushing, some gripping, three
steps forward one step back, going around a broken brick. None slacked off, none
complained about the wrong road. They probably do not know what complaining is. 1
thought of my own sulking this week over a proposal rewritten four times, saying this
job could not go on. But these seven or eight ants at the wall carry exactly what
they cannot swap out, one step at a time, detouring if detour they must. My daughter
counted: one, two, three. When she reached seven, the seed shell crested the step,

and she cheered in a whisper, as if they had won a race. I laughed too, and the knot
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in my chest loosened.

In the evening the sky clouded over, and the wind smelled of earth. The ant line
suddenly grew frantic, scattering from one line into a sheet, surging into a higher
crack above the wall base, those carrying white eggs at the front. My daughter tugged
my sleeve and said they are moving house, it will rain. Before the words finished,
the drops came down. We ran upstairs and watched through the window. Water pooled at
the wall base, yet at the mouth of the high crack one ant paced back and forth, like
the gatekeeper of a new home. When the rain stopped, my daughter said: they knew
about the rain sooner than we did. I grunted yes, while thinking of something else: I
had squatted down for only twenty minutes, and the ants gave me a lesson. Shoulder
what you cannot move today, yield the road to those who should have it, and before
the rain comes, move your home to higher ground. I am past thirty before I understood

these three things from a nest of ants.
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