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Sixty-Six Tries

The day our math monthly test papers were handed back, 1 sat on the steps beside
the playground, holding the failed paper in my hand. On the edge of the steps a line
of ants was carrying a piece of earthworm forward, and it stopped in front of the

vertical edge of the stairway.

One big ant tried to lift the front end of the earthworm piece onto the step
edge. It lifted once, and the piece slid down. It lifted a second time, and it slid
down again. I bent my head and counted for it. When I reached sixty—-six, the front

end finally caught the edge of the step.

The ants behind kept pushing one after another, and the piece climbed the step
inch by inch. In the middle, a gust of wind blew a fallen leaf onto the earthworm.

Several ants carried the leaf away together, then returned to their places and lifted
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again. During the whole process no ant stopped to rest for long, and no ant turned

around and left.

I had been holding the test paper the whole time. The last big problem on the
paper, I had looked at two lines and given up, writing the words too hard in the
blank space. The ant did not know how hard its task was. It only knew to try once
more. The number sixty-six, applied to me, did not even appear once in a single

problem.

At last the earthworm piece passed the highest step and disappeared into the
grass. | glanced at my watch. Forty minutes had gone by since the bell, and a new

line was forming on the step edge, carrying a grain of rice.

I went back to my seat, unfolded the paper, and drew the first auxiliary line of
the last problem the way the teacher had explained. What I lacked, I understood that
day, was not intelligence but the courage of sixty—-six tries. The ants shouted no

slogan. They only lifted the next time.

I thought it over carefully later. The persistence of the ants was not blind.
When lifting failed again and again, they changed to biting the middle of the piece
and dragging it sideways, or tried from the other side. Persistence is not repeating
one method without end. It is never leaving the thing itself. That, I think, is the

big lesson inside a small life.
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