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The Ant Line by the 01d Well

Zhou Zhiyuan once squatted by the old well at the village entrance for half an
hour. He had been waiting for the bus when a line of ants came out of a stone crack
in the well platform, carrying a dead cockroach toward the cornfield up the slope. He
followed them.

The cockroach was far bigger than any ant. More than twenty of them surrounded
it, pulling in front, pushing behind, and supporting it on both sides. At a three—way
fork the line stopped. The left road was covered by a fallen leaf, the right road
went uphill, and a brick crack lay across the middle one. The ants held no meeting,
and nobody gave orders. The line divided itself into three groups, each trying its

own road.

The group on the left lifted one corner of the leaf and crawled underneath. The

group on the right turned the cockroach over and re—formed with its head toward the
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top of the slope. The group in the middle went around the crack and walked half a
meter extra. The uphill group was the one that made it. When Zhou Zhiyuan told this
to our whole class later, he said the ants did not believe in only one road. They

tried three roads at once, and took whichever one opened.

I squatted down to watch that line once too. The whiskers of the cockroach were
still moving, and the ants circled around it. Zhou Zhiyuan pulled me up and said, do
not block their road. We stepped back behind the well platform, and from there we
watched them carry the cockroach up the slope. The slope was steep. Two ants on the

supporting side slid down, and others took their places at once.

Around that time our class was staging a textbook play, and Zhou Zhiyuan had a
role with only two lines. He was unhappy about it for a long time, feeling he was
useless. After watching the ant line, he memorized his two lines better than the lead
actor memorized his. When the props group ran short of hands, he went to manage the
props as well. He said that pulling at the front and supporting at the side take
different strength, but without either one, the cockroach would never pass that

slope.

Three buses came and he did not board any of them. At home he told his mother
that he had watched a show as long as a TV drama, and the show was ants. His mother

said he had gone strange. He only smiled and did not argue back.

At the final class meeting, our teacher asked everyone to say one lesson learned
that term. Zhou Zhiyuan stood up and said that in small lives there are no leading
roles, only positions. The class was quiet for two seconds, then burst into applause.
The ant line was long gone, but he had taken what he saw in it and applied it to
himself.

www. vv99. net



