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Dear Chief,

If you watch an animal long enough, it' sgoing to fornicate. Thisisascientific fact, and it was reinforced
to me one night while | was observing two smdl antsin abird’ snest | had found that day. The nest was
beside the road, wedged in the crotch of someintersecting willow branches. It was soggy from arecent
rain but otherwise intact. It looked quite sturdy and strong. | was tempted to take it home for my
collection. | weighed the pros and cons of taking something that might <till bein use, and then | did take
it. Thiswas my reasoning: sitting there so close to the road, the nest wasin arisky spot. Not everyone's
acareful driver, and even the careful ones have bad days. | was protecting the young of whatever bird
used that nest from falling out and getting hit, and besides, there was no saying that, using it once, the bird
would useit again. Some birds build new nests every year. | was doing agood deed for that bird, a
service, aprotective service. | was being agood citizen, not one of those guys who goes around
randomly stedling nests. The antswerein the cup part of the nest, the insde concave part, on aminuscule
gick beside alittle leaf. When | first looked at the nest, | didn’t see them.

They werethere, but sncel didn’t expect them, | didn’t seethem. | had just finished examining the skull
of what | believed to be a cormorant, which I’ d found the day before, along with the rest of its skeleton,
on apromontory jutting out into the bay where | was staying. There were other remains and partial
remains of birds on that spit of land, smalish birds that were prey to the kites and hawks that patrolled
that area, but the cormorant had not been eaten by abird. Its body was intact, and cormorants, asfar as
| knew, had no avian predators. It had died some other way, and | was |eft to wonder what that way
was. High on that bluff, surrounded by bushes and grass, seemed a strange place for a cormorant to be.
I’d only ever seen them flying like ducks above the water or perched on rocks beside or in the ocean. |
wondered if the cormorant was old and had lost its eyesight. | wondered if it had got confused and had
flown one way when it should have flown another. | wondered if it had been carried there. | wondered if
it was like an eephant and had gone there on purpose to die. | wondered al sorts of things, but | had no
answers, by which I mean that al my answers were speculation. Later on, back home, when | held the
skull in my hands and examined its shape and form, | had other questions, but these | was better ableto
answer. Why? Because I’m abone man; | have alove of bones. Thetiny brain cavity; the huge eye
sockets, each nearly asbig asthe brain itsdf; the grooves for nerves and arteries; the Sinus cavitiesto
make the skull lighter; the skinny jaw, too thin to support any but the smallest, most compact muscles,
just enough muscle to generate the force for the cormorant to open and close its beak, not near enough
for it to chew. Which was agood thing, seeing asit had no teeth, at which point | recaled having seen an
arctic loon swallow aherring whole that very morning, and then | remembered that cormorants were
used by fishermen to catch fish, which wouldn’t work very well if they chewed them firgt, so that was
another good thing about the absent teeth. | redly liked studying the skull and figuring out how it al held
together and how everything worked. It seemed so beautiful and economica and perfect to me, which
made up for the dightly spooky feding | had of holding what used to be aliving thing in my hands, and
not just any part of thisliving thing, but the head, the thinking part, the conscious part, the part where |



located, for no particular reason and only if there were such athing, the cormorant’ s spirit. | wanted to
be at peace with that spirit. | would like to be at peace with dl spirits, not just the cormorant’ s but the
spirit of the bird whose nest I d robbed, and ants I’ d killed either deliberately or inadvertently, and
people I’ d wished bad things about or for. | thought of saying a prayer for peace. | didn’t then, but I'll
say it now. | love you, cormorant. Y ou' re beautiful to me. | love your big eyes, they remind me of the
saucer eyes of young children. Please don’t hurt me. Either in my dreams or when I’'m awake. Don't
come alive and bite me or peck me or nip me. Don't take revenge. | mean no disrespect to you. If it's
any consolation, | have other skulls. Will it helpif I promiseto will my own skull, when | diethat is, to
science?

Firgt ariddle, then an anatomy lesson, then a prayer...the skull of the cormorant was like a mantrato me,
it was like amatch, atiny flame that led to a hot and welcome blaze. Compared to it, the fist-sized, damp
and dirty-colored nest of sticks and leaves and duff seemed dull. Whichiswhy | didn’t seethe ants. Or
the baby sow bug or thetiny leaf eater. Or, for that matter, the third ant, who seemed oddly disinterested
in the other two.

The pair of ants seemed linked somehow, buddies or something. Chums. Homeboys or maybe
homegirls. When | first noticed them, they were scrabbling around kind of aimlesdly, then one of them
took off with a purpose, like a scout or something, while the other one stayed behind. The scout ant
didn’'t go very far, or stay away very long, and when it came back, the two of them faced each other, not
head to head like dogs but full on, body to body, front to front, claw to claw. Imagine two people
touching not just hands but feet, palm to pam and soleto sole. It waslikethat, and | felt alittlelikea
peeping-tom, like | was spying on something | shouldn’t be, something persond. | thought of lovers
rubbing up againgt each other, and | aso thought of best friends giving each other skin, high and low
fiving. I’'m guessing that the ants were talking, passing information back and forth, and | expected the one
who'd stayed behind to take off once it got whatever news the scout ant brought. Which was another
mistaken assumption. Just because the homebody ant got information didn’t mean that it would do
something about it. Like you say something to someone, akid or your wife or maybe some associate,
you give ‘em aheads-up, say, or some advice, or astern rebuke, or awarning, it doesn’t mean they’re
going to listen. Sometimes the more you talk the lessthey hear, or maybe they do just the opposite of
what you say. So then maybe you try an experiment, you say the opposite of what you want and see
what happens. Or maybe you just throw something, leve ‘em.

On the other hand, maybe the ant was doing something, it was making a statement, or a point, by staying
whereit was, whichiswhat it did, just like before. The scout ant took off a second time, and in aminute
or two it came back. Thistimeit walked over the back of the stay-behind ant, and then the two of them
separated and began gesticulating to each other. It was the same face to face position, only thistime they
weren't touching, and then they moved until they were standing side by side. They continued whatever
they were saying, legs and claws busy in the air but bodies now butt-down, hunched over at the ant
equivaent of awaist. They reminded me of two guys hanging out on a stoop, shooting the breeze. Or
two girlsat alunch counter or apark bench, yakking. The stay-behind ant was more reserved than the
scout, more economica inits movements, and after awhile the two of them seemed to run out of thingsto
say. First one became till, and then the other one did. They were dtill for along time, avery long time,
and | wondered if they’ d died, perhaps from using up so much energy taking. | read astory once of a
man who talked himsdlf to degth. 1t' sin the Guinness Book of Records. He talked for something like two
weeks, hon-stop, and then he died. It slisted as a suicide, but maybe he didn’t have achoice. Maybe he
couldn’t stop talking, even when hetried. I’ ve heard of people like that.



Or maybe the ants weren't dead, they were just taking arest. Or waiting for something to get them going
again. Some new information from outside, something that only antswould notice. Or something inside,
some inner impulse. Like aspark, something to get them jump-started. They looked like bumpson alog,
inert, dmost mummified, and | asked mysdlf, do ants deep?

| decided that they do, mainly because when they did start moving again, it looked just like someone
waking up. The scout ant wasfirgt. It snapped awake asif it had been startled by aloud noise, instantly
alert and ready for action. The stay-behind ant woke up dower, bit by bit, asif deep were some kind of
blanket that it had to fight to push off. | found it interesting that two identical-looking ants could have such
distinct persondlities. | used to think that al of them, all the workers anyway, were dike. But obviousy
that’ s not the case.

Asfor thefucking, | haveto confess| lost track of who was doing what to who. In al honesty | couldn’t
see exactly what it was that they were doing, except that one was behind the other and partway up its
back, a position in other animals | associate with sex. | know that with most antsit’ s just the queen that
gets humped, and neither of these looked like a queen, though I’ ve since read that in some speciesthe
worker females get in on the action too. These particular ants were very small and partially hidden by a
leaf, and | had to strainto seethem so | couldn’t tell if they were male or female. | couldn’t redlly tell
anything for sure. Maybeif | had the big, fat eyes of acormorant, | could be more definitive and
sientific.

Another option: | could keep the nest in ajar and examine it every day to seeif more ants have

appeared. If they have, | could say that one of the ants was afertile femae and did have sex, the result of
which was babies. (Offspring? Antlings? Whatever.) | could say this, but would | know it? Couldn’t there
be other explanations?

Here' sone: God did it. Here' s another. It was the stork. Maybe the babies came from another
dimension, or maybe they just materidized -- poof! spontaneous generation -- out of thin air.

And if no babies appeared? Maybe they were dry-humping. Maybe the female was sterile. Maybe the
male was shooting blanks. Maybe it wasn't sex a all.

Y ou can’t make assumptions, that’ sal I’'m saying. Things are not dwaysthe way you think they are, or
how you want them to be, or how they seem. Y ou have to open your eyes and keep them open, chief.

Y ou have to open your mind. It’saquestion of honesty. It' samatter of respect. We have much to learn.
Bekind, be merciful, be strong. By al means. But firdt, be scientific.
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