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On Exam Day, a Column Passed Before His Eyes

The last bell of the exam day rang, and everyone rushed out of the classroom. He
walked out slowly, holding an answer sheet he did not want to look at, and stopped at
the corner of the wall. A column was lined up there, reaching from a crack in the
wall to the foot of a tree.

He squatted down. The column was narrow, narrower than the lines on his exam
paper, yet neater than any line. The ants walked one after another, their antennae
touching, passing along a language the earth had taught them. The earth lay flat
beneath them, holding up this tiny procession as steadily as it would hold up a

mountain.

One ant stopped beside the shell of a sunflower seed, circled it twice, then
touched the one behind with its antennae. Together the two of them pushed, and the
shell moved a little. He held his breath, afraid that his own breathing would disturb
their plan.
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The column passed through a patch of sunlight. The light fell on their backs, and
the whole column looked like a line of glowing characters being copied stroke by
stroke onto the skin of the earth. He felt his eyes sting. He had never known that

something so small could be so serious.

A classmate called his name from far away. He did not answer. He wanted to watch
it to the end. The column went around a pebble, crossed a crack, and disappeared into
the grass. The earth became quiet again, as if nothing had happened. The wind
straightened the grass, the sunlight shifted half a foot, and the corner of the wall
was empty, with nothing left but the two prints where he had squatted.

He stood up and looked at the answer sheet once more. The red marks were still
there, but they no longer seemed so large. A line of ants could walk so far and so
steadily. He folded the paper, put it in his bag, and walked home with lighter steps

than before.

After that, every time he passed the corner of the wall, he would stop and look.
The column was there on some days and gone on others. But the earth was always there,
holding all their comings and goings, holding a secret a middle school student had

only just begun to understand.

Years later he may forget that exam, forget the score and the red marks. But he
will remember the corner of the wall, the touching antennae, the earth lifting a tiny
column, and the afternoon when he squatted down and understood something no one had

to teach him.
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