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A Sentence Walking on the Earth

After the last bell, I saw them lined up at the corner of the wall. No line was
drawn, yet they walked straighter than any column on the school playground. One after
another, each carrying a small piece of light in its mouth, like a word walking

toward the end of a sentence.

No one called the order. An antenna touched, and the front slowed down. Another
touch, and the one behind turned aside. Their words are few, so few that the earth
has listened to this conversation for a hundred million years without ever growing

impatient.

I squatted down and let my shadow fall beside the column. The earth was close,

close enough to hear the grass roots shifting in the dark, close enough to see a
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grain of sand standing like a small monument in the setting sun. They crossed my

shadow as if crossing a brief coolness, without stopping.

One of them paused and touched the one behind with its antennae, and the two
changed places. I do not know what they entrusted to each other. Maybe the road ahead
was crowded:; maybe one of them simply wanted the other to walk in front and see the

sunset first.

The column crossed a crack, climbed over a broken twig, and went around a puddle.
The earth placed one obstacle after another in their way, and they answered with one
passage after another. No one fired a starting gun, no one called the end, yet the

whole earth seemed to be making room for them.

The wind blew and the grass bent. The column bent with it and then stood up
again. I thought of all the times I stood in line on the playground, whispering and

shifting. They were quiet like a sentence that has decided not to argue with anyone.

One ant left the line, circled a crumb of biscuit twice, measured it all over
with its antennae, then returned to the column and passed the news to the one behind.
A short branch of the column grew out like a clause inside a sentence, surrounded the
crumb, lifted it, and carried it away. The ant returned to its place at the same

unhurried pace, as if nothing had happened.

I wanted to stay there forever and watch them carry the bright spots of daylight
home one by one. The wind swept across the corner of the wall. The earth lay flat,
holding a column, and holding a boy who had just begun to understand that steady

steps make no sound.

When the light grew dim, I could no longer see the head or the end of the column.
I only knew they were still walking, along the skin of the earth, carrying the last
piece of daylight into their home. I stood up, brushed the dust from my pants, and

went home carrying a sentence I could not say.
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We Are a Column Marching on the Earth

We are a column marching on the earth. The earth does not know how many times we
have crossed it. We only know that we set out when the sun rises, and we carry the

last piece of light back into our home when it sets.

Our antennae are our words. When two antennae touch, the road ahead is passed
along, along with the news of a falling raindrop. We do not shout. The earth is so
wide that shouting is useless. We press our bodies close to the ground, and the earth

carries every message for us.

The one at the front never looks back. It trusts the one behind as much as it
trusts its own six legs. The one behind asks no questions. A touch on the body in
front is enough. The column is one shared body of ours, stretching from the mouth of

the nest to the far end of the grass.

We 1ift a grain of rice, and to us it is a yellow boulder. A wing falls down, and
to us it is a sail. The earth places these things in our path, as if testing whether

our shoulders are still hard and our steps still even.

When the sun climbs overhead, the ground grows hot, and the earth keeps the heat
inside itself, leaving only a little shade for the grass at the roadside. We walk

along the shade, and when it moves an inch, we move an inch. When we are tired we do
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not stop; we only shorten our steps, and the column never grows shorter. If one of us
falls, the ones behind step around and share the load on his back, so that nothing is

ever left lying in the middle of the road.

Sometimes a giant foot comes down and the earth shakes. The column scatters like
a sentence blown apart by the wind. Before long, the antennae find each other again,

one by one, and the sentence is put back together, straighter than before.

When rain falls, the earth turns soft. We climb to higher ground, carrying our
eggs, the grain, and the memory of a whole winter. The rain beats on our backs, and
we press our backs against each other. The column does not break. The column builds

itself into a bridge.

Some of us will not come back. A sparrow took one away, and a drop of honey held
one fast. The column does not stop to mourn. We take over what it carried and finish
the road it left half done. The earth remembers every small body that fell along the

way.

When night is deep, the last of us enters the nest. The earth grows quiet, but it
knows we will line up again at dawn. It has always been waiting for us, gently, the

way a mother waits for her children to come home.
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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.

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.
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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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