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                                  Building Mountains 
 
By S Scott Johnson 

 
 

Emily Harris tapped on the small handbag, trying to drown out the airwave assault of 

unseen cicada armies.  Fresh tears obscured her view of the little hand and the big hand, but 

she just knew the 10:15 bus was rapidly becoming the 10:45 bus.  She might make her 12:30 

flight out of Atlanta, but it was going to be close. 

 

Emily wondered how long she'd been waiting, and how long her life would be like the 

blurred watch face.  She harbored some doubts---like would moving to New York put enough 

miles between her and her blink-of-an-eye hometown, Janesville?   

 

Tap, tap, tap.  Tap, tap, tap. 

 

The bus-stop bench teetered and tottered ever so slightly in the building, Georgia 

humidity. The cicadas hummed on. Emily turned her head to the left and spied her Aunt 

Elizabeth (they call her Lizzy, and this was actually her great aunt) coming on slow, not far now 

from the rickety bench, a cane in one hand and a cookie tin in the other. Emily knew the dress 

with the purple paisleys from some distance away.  

 

"Oh, Aunt Lizzy," she said to herself.  "What now?  What's Momma told you?"  The 

twenty-five-year-old sighed and began to wipe away leftover tears and mascara stains from her 

brown, beautiful eyes. 

 

The two ant bites on Emily's foot added to her misery.  The white whelps stood out, 

resembling oversized goose bumps.  Could have been worse though; she's fortunate it wasn't 

more than two bites.  Acting on her good Harris commonsense, she slid down to the other end 

of the bench, the one not being swallowed up by a huge ant pile.  "Where is that bus?  I could 

have walked to Atlanta by now." 

 

Aunt Lizzy was almost to the bench, and Emily began rehearsing---in her mind---what to 

say, how to defend her decision.  But her thoughts jumped instead to her larger-than-life 
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boyfriend---Jack.  The handsome and ambitious Jack.  The endless-supply-of-promises Jack.  

The upward and on-his-way Jack, assistant to the CEO of the Blue Jay Bus Company.   

 

Their eyes first met when he visited the shop floor about six months ago.  He was doing 

a random inspection of the new bus assembly line.  Emily was overseeing the station that 

applied the bus emblem, the emblem that she and a team of people had just redesigned.  Jack 

made an offhand comment that he didn't like the way the feathers on the blue jay rapped around 

the back of the bird.  Instead of curving down toward the bottom of the body, they should sweep 

straight back.  "That doesn't look natural," he said.  Emily politely told him she didn't care what 

he thought.  He found her irresistible. 

 

Emily had refused to join forces with the family-owned, peach-farming business, and she 

had refused to settle down in Janesville to raise more little peach-farm workers.  She insisted on 

plotting her own course through life.  No, not a life-long career of glueing emblems on yellow, 

shiny school busses.  She wanted to have her own business---an art studio.  And she met Jack, 

and her world changed.  

 

One thing led to another and their relationship grew, only more like poison ivy vines 

rather than a flourishing vineyard.  They came together that dangerous and magical night of 

June 11, the day before Emily's birthday.  He had invited her to a conference in Birmingham, 

Alabama.  The dinner was nice, the venue was fancy, the ambiance otherworldly to the peach-

loathing country girl.  Afterwards, he took her to a bar where they sipped margaritas and 

listened to the jazz band play.  A few lite drinks led to stronger ones, and Emily found herself in 

a hotel room, then a plush king-size bed, where the miracle happened. 

 

It was a miracle neither of them wanted, a gag gift with no humor attached. So here she 

sat on the dilapidated bench, six weeks into a pregnancy that wasn't supposed to happen, a 

little white-elephant growing inside her.  But hope had not totally vanished over the horizon.  

She would fly to New York City and join her ambitious Jack, who had recently found a VP 

position in a bank firm.  The promise was made to find Emily a position in an art studio where 

she could satisfy her creative drive and begin paving the way to her future dreams. 

 

Jack also had promised to find her the best doctor, one who could discreetly cancel their 

little miracle, or "inconvenience" as he called it.  Oh, how she loved Jack, melted and made 



www.sscottjohnson.wordpress.com 

 

pliable by his persuasive words and ungodly charm.  Like Jimmy Stewart in It's a Wonderful Life, 

Jack had pledged to lasso the moon for Emily.  Only, no one can really lasso the moon.  It's just 

a lovely thing to say. 

 

They both wanted to do what most honest twenty-somethings everywhere want to do---

change the world, make a name for themselves and get rich at the same time.  But the little 

miracle was going to squash that quest.  The little miracle threatened to pour cold water all over 

their flaming visions of expensive cars, a mansion-sized home, the good life. 

 

"Hello, Child."  Aunt Lizzy finally made it to the bench, sweat pouring down her neck and 

face.  It looked like she had either just walked out of a sauna, or maybe finished up a four-

minute mile.  Neither of those was remotely likely. 

 

"Take a rest, Aunt Lizzy.  So what brings you three blocks down Main Street to see me?  

Let me guess, Momma told you all about it---right?" 

 

Aunt Lizzy handed the cookie tin to Emily, and with slow-motion speed eased herself 

into the bench.  Her foot nearly brushed into the gigantic ant pile which engulfed the front leg of 

the bench.  She was still a bit winded.  "Made them for you ... this ... morning.  They're your ... 

favorite---gingerbread men with ... M&M eyes, noses ... and ... buttons." 

 

"That's nice, Aunt Lizzy.  Thank you.  But you're ignoring my question" 

 

"Not ignoring it, Child.  Just haven't gotten to it yet."  She took a handkerchief from her 

pocket and gently wiped the sweat from her forehead and neck.  Next she swiped her arms and 

then wrung out the handkerchief careful-like, not to disturb the ant pile.  Her breathing began to 

soften.  "So, I hear you're going to New York.  What a trip that will be." 

 

"Yep.  And it's going to be a one-way trip," Emily responded, curtly. 

 

"One way?  You mean to say, you're not coming back?" 

 

"That's what I'm saying, Aunt Lizzy.  There's no future here.  I can't stand it anymore." 
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"But your family's here, Child.  What about your friends?" 

 

"Well, there's where you're wrong.  My best friend happens to be waiting for me in New 

York.  My sweet Jack."  Just saying his name relaxed the muscles in her face. 

 

"Jack Benefield?  I can see how you might want to leave Janesville, but Jack Benefield?  

What's so great about him---or any Benefield for that matter?"  Aunt Lizzy's smile thinned some 

as she rolled her eyes and swung her head down.  Something---on the ground she thought---

was catching her attention, but not her full attention.  She brought her face back around to Emily 

and turned on a mild, appeasing smile.  The curly, two-day-old perm looked like it was melting in 

the Georgia heat.  But the love streaming through those glasses, beaming out of the bluish-gray 

eyes caused Emily to squirm a bit. 

 

"I love him, Aunt Lizzy.  I really do."  Emily's eyes began welling up again.  "I'd make a 

terrible mother, you know." 

 

"Oh, Emily.  Don't say that." 

 

"It's true.  I'm not cut out for it.  Remember that time I babysat the Carson's boys?  I let 

Jake out of my sight for one minute and look what happened.  I still dream about that purple 

face and limp body floating in that pool.  I think this might have been a sign, my cue.  I can't go 

through with it, Aunt Lizzy.  I shouldn't." 

 

"Accidents happen all the time, Emily. Why, it's a wonder any of your uncles and cousins 

are still alive.  There's always a risk when it comes to living you know.  But---it's a good risk."  

Lizzy caressed Emily's straight auburn hair and watched as the young girl dabbed her eyes with 

a wadded-up, tear-soaked tissue.  Lizzy fished around in her pockets and came up with a clean, 

unused handkerchief.  She offered it to Emily and Emily accepted it.  "Good thing for him you 

knew CPR.  If I recollect, didn't you bring him back to life?" 

 

"I'm no hero, Aunt Lizzy.  Don't make me into a hero.  Remember, if it weren't for me, 

he'd never gotten in that fix."  The memory of her mistake stung deep into Emily's soul, leaving 

behind an unresolved itch.  Speaking of 'itch', Emily's two ant bites burned, and she scratched 

like she might go mad. 
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"Come now, Child.  Don't be so hard on yourself.  You know, you're not sounding too 

confident for a girl fixing to shoot up to the Big Apple."  That last statement shook Emily's 

resolve a bit, awakening some doubts she thought she'd locked away with the key destroyed.  

Fact is Emily paid attention to Aunt Lizzy's comments.  For a ninety-year-old woman, she was 

right more often than not.  And she was a genuinely good listener.  Emily knew this because 

one or two days a week she'd spend time with Aunt Lizzy, and they would always be working on 

some kind of craft.  Lizzy especially liked making quilts and would often tap into Emily's talented 

mind to come up with new designs.  In spite of their long-standing bond, Emily doubted Aunt 

Lizzy could identify with her situation.  After all, this was a different generation, a new century 

even. 

 

Aunt Lizzy pulled Emily from her troubled thoughts with what started as a mild snicker, 

then it cascaded into an old-lady's giggle.  Emily looked over at her aunt to see her scanning the 

ground in front of them. 

 

"Would you look at that?"  Aunt Lizzy pointed her crooked finger toward the ground.  A 

living, pulsating line was moving over the dirt, through the grass and straight toward the ant pile.  

"Look at 'um, Emily.  Like tiny little soldiers, aren't they?  Looks like they're carrying something." 

 

Emily leaned over and searched the ground.  "Huh, I didn't notice. Except for the two I 

mashed on my foot a few minutes ago.  They got me too." 

 

Aunt Lizzy released a soft playful laugh that tapered off into a sigh.  "Well, when you get 

my age, you slow down a good bit.  I find myself seeing a lot of things I never saw before." 

 

"It looks like their carrying some white specks," Emily said.  "Maybe other insects or ... 

plant material?  Seems like we studied this in biology class; could be how they feed the colony." 

 

"Why, ain't you the ant scientist," Aunt Lizzy said, and smiled at Emily in a sly kind of 

way. 

 

"No, no.  I probably saw it on National Geographic or Animal Planet, that's all.  I would 

never call biology my strongest subject, but ... ants ... they are pretty cool." 
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"Emily, I believe there's a proverb about the ant.  Let me see, how did it go? Go to the---" 

 

"Stop it, Aunt Lizzy!  Please don't quote scripture right now."  Emily was still battered and 

bruised from the earlier scripture pounding by her momma.  For the life of her, Emily couldn't 

understand how half of those verses even applied to her situation. 

 

"Okay, okay.  Settle down. It's just a little Bible verse," said Aunt Lizzy.  Emily stabbed 

her with icicle eyes. 

   

"They sure are curious little creatures, aren't they?  What hard workers they must be.  I 

wonder how many grains of sand they had to dig up to make that mound.  How long did it take 

them to build it?"  Lizzy droned on like a curious and wonder-struck child. 

 

"And who's the ant scientist now?" Emily interrupted, the ice beginning to thaw.  They 

both giggled, and continued to watch the industrious parade below them.  Emily even took time 

to look up a few of Aunt Lizzy's questions on her smartphone. 

 

"Wow!  All that information's in that tiny box?" asked Aunt Lizzy, and she looked at her 

great niece, thinking Emily might be an alien from another planet. 

 

Emily quickly came across a site called World of Ants and was mildly impressed with the 

pictures and articles.  She held up the phone to her Aunt Lizzy.  "Look at this!" Emily said, as if, 

she was revealing one of the seven wonders of the world.  It was the picture of a man, standing 

and looking up at a plaster cast of a subterranean ant nest.  It stretched out longer than the man 

was tall, a complex labyrinth of tunnels and chambers.  "This article says that they bring up the 

dirt one grain at a time and deposit around the entrance.  That's how the ant pile is formed.  Get 

this:  some of the grains are heavier than the ant's body weight." 

 

"Super ants!"  Aunt Lizzy cackled and brought her arm up as if to flex and show off a 

muscle.  "One grain at a time.  I like how that rings.  Don't you?  Kinda reminds me of something 

Jesus said.  Or was it a song?  I can't remember.  And she closed her eyes and started to sing 

the song "One Day at a Time."  Aunt Lizzy crackled her way into the song, but was soon 

interrupted. 
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"Aunt Lizzy...  Aunt Lizzy, can we stay on topic?  You're going Bible on me again.  I 

thought we were talking about ants." 

 

Aunt Lizzy opened her eyes wide and bobbled her head as if awakening from a trance.  

Funny isn't it how some old people can act like their drifting off into another world.  Somehow I 

don't think this was the case with Elizabeth Calhoun.  Deep down something was churning 

inside her, a word, a thought, an idea expanding, getting ready to burst.  Nothing like a witch's 

brew, but more like the sweet smell of cooking taffy. 

 

For a few minutes, they both sat and watched the onward-marching legion of ants.  The 

brief interlude with the ants had excavated some filled-up holes in Emily's mind.  Holes like 

hidden memories, or more like buried treasures.  Treasures she now began regretting she'd 

ever covered up:  her love for family, for God, for the wondrous nature around her.  At the age of 

five, she painted plants, and butterflies, and horses.  Did she ever paint an ant?  She couldn't 

remember.  But these early stirrings revealed the mystery of a creative force.  She always 

wondered where that force came from, and could only think to link it with God.  But, she thought, 

why would God create things to let them suffer and die.  She thought about this every time she 

painted a flower.  It would only last a few days, then wilt, then die. 

 

A tickling sensation on Emily's thigh interrupted her thoughts, and she noticed a couple 

of ants scurrying around, lost on the desolate surface of her skin.  She moved her finger down 

toward the ants, intending to end the little creatures' lives, but she relented and decided to flick 

them off. 

 

As Emily watched the other ants march on, she brought her hand up to her midsection 

and gently rubbed it.  Grain after grain, she repeated in her thoughts.  All those tiny little grains. 

 

"Emily?  Emily?"  Aunt Lizzy gently tapped on Emily's shoulder. 

 

The young girl jumped, a little startled, as if brought back from a dream.  "Yes, Aunt 

Lizzy?"  She smiled lightly and a hint of blush rose in her cheeks. 
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"Did I ever tell you the story about your uncle Hal?  Hal's short for Harold, of course.  

You know, the one who lives in Texas." 

 

"You know, maybe you have." 

 

"My parents adopted Hal when he was eight.  Even though we weren't blood kin, he was 

every bit my brother.  I think I loved him the most of all my brothers." 

 

"Hey, I remember doing a history report on uncle Hal back in high school.  Didn't he 

receive a medal or something?  Was it from the war?" 

 

"World War II to be exact.  Watching these ants made me think about it.  They look like 

soldiers marching across the ground.  Sakes alive---I'd love to see their general, but somehow I 

don't think they need one. 

 

"Now, where was I?  Your uncle Hal.  Yes.  Your uncle Hal was a sergeant in the 

marines.  Back in '44, was it?  I can't remember now, but he led a group of men onto the 

beaches of Normandy.  If I remember correctly, he said it was a gray, rainy day.  Ah, I wish you 

could hear him tell the story.  I'm probably leaving a good bit out.  He talked about the boat they 

were in and how the door lowered onto Omaha Beach.  How they walked out of it into what he 

called, 'the jaws of death.'  Men were dying all around him, but his training had taught him to 

focus on...  How'd he say it?  The mission.  And part of that mission was to keep as many of his 

men alive as was possible.   

 

"Oh, Hal.  He was so brave, but he'd never admit it.  The medal was a nice gesture, but 

I'm sure he wished the whole thing never happened.  He could never seem to get those mens' 

screams out of his head.  The nightmares haunted him for many years after the war."  

 

"Nightmares?" Emily exclaimed. 

 

"You don't read much about this in the history books, my Dear.  Your uncle carried out a 

dreadful deed that day.  Two of his men were wounded, you see---his last two men.  He had to 

do something, and so, he dragged the bodies of dead soldiers in front of them.  Actually, he 

stacked them in layers around the men.  It worked ... they lived through the ordeal.  But that one 
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act he committed that day plagues him even now.  He didn't know whether to call it bravery or a 

sin.  The bodies, you see, protected him too.  I often reminded him though that they were, in 

fact, dead bodies.  And what's a dead body good for, anyway?"  Lizzy pointed both hands back 

to her torso and swept them down, in sync, to her waist, as if to say---exhibit A. 

 

She continued.  "Why, I used to tell him, 'Hal, just minutes before, those men were using 

their bodies to shield our country.  I don't think they'd care a lick about you using them to protect 

you and their brother soldiers.'  That used to always be a salve for Hal's hurt, but never quite the 

cure." 

 

"Aunt Lizzy, I don't remember any of this back when I did my history report.  I thought he 

got the medal for being wounded in battle." 

 

"Well, there was that too.  He received one shot to the upper arm and a second in his 

thigh.  Took about eight months for him to heal up." 

 

"Now, why are you telling me all this?"  Emily smiled with a quizzical look. 

 

"Let me see.  There was something else I needed to say.  Oh, yes, Child.  There was a 

silver lining in all this, and I'm not just talking about saving those men’s lives.  The silver lining 

was you, dear Emily." 

 

Emily shot Lizzy a skeptical look.  And she was wondering if Aunt Lizzy had forgotten to 

take her pills.  "What in the world are you talking about, Aunt Lizzy.  I had nothing to do with 

what happened way back then." 

 

"I know, I know, Child.  But what happened then is a big reason you are here." 

 

"Okay, I'm all ears, but you better make it quick.  The bus will be here any minute." 

 

"Let's see, where should I start?  One of the two men your uncle Hal saved that day was 

Jim Stephens.  He went on to become a missionary to South America.  Wow, I could tell you 

some stories there, but I know ... I know, time is of the essence.  Let me go on to the second 
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guy.  Soldier number two had a son and this son, you see, went on to become a doctor.  Doctor 

Bob Jernigan was his name.  Doctor Jernigan just happened to be your momma's obstetrician 

when she was pregnant with you.  He brought you into this world, Emily.  Now, that's what I call 

a silver lining."  Lizzy paused with an expression similar to a magician who had just revealed his 

magic trick finale. 

 

"You see, my Dear, we're all connected." 

 

The revelation struck a nerve deep in Emily's heart, making it vibrate briefly. But, Aunt 

Lizzy's point also had an obvious hole.  After all, she thought, if Doctor Jernigan had never 

come into existence, another physician would have been there in his place.  Yet there was 

something about that name Jernigan that flashed off and on in her mind like a bright neon sign.  

"Jernigan?  Wasn't he the one that---" 

 

"Are you thinking about your heart surgery, Emily?" 

 

"Yes.  But I was so young.  Wasn't that doctor a Jernigan?" 

 

Aunt Lizzy cackled and glance over again at the ants.  Still there.  Still marching.  Still 

going strong.  "Well, the plot thickens a bit doesn't it?  As you know, you were born with a pretty 

rare heart problem.  Abnormality is what the doctors called it.  When you were about six, Dr. 

Bob got his brother Allen involved.  Dr. Allen Jernigan---the heart specialist---is the one who 

created a new procedure to fix your heart.  If it hadn't been for him..." 

 

Emily's ever-expanding eyes latched onto her aunt.  "So this Dr. Jernigan was the one 

who fixed my heart?  I don't remember any of that.  No one ever told me that." 

 

"Well, those were some pretty bad days. I'm sure your momma thought it best to let 

sleeping dogs lie.  Every momma wants her kid to live a normal, healthy life." 

 

The tears flowed generously this time.  For Emily, the word connected just took on an 

expanded, maybe sacred, meaning. She could only think now about what her decision might 

produce:  another Tolstoy, another Steve Jobs, another Faith Hill.  Or would it be a Hitler, a 

Bonnie Parker, an axe murderer.  Decisions, decisions. 
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Emily slid about a foot down the bench and leaned in on her aunt's shoulder.  Lizzy 

wrapped her arm around Emily and stroked her beautiful hair. 

 

"Now, now, Child.  What's this?" 

 

"I'm scared, Aunt Lizzy.  There's so much I want to do with my life. I wish I had your faith.  

You could move a mountain, if anyone can." 

 

"Ha, ha, ha, well I don't know about that my Dear.  Guess I've never really tried, or cared 

to try. Besides, Jesus has given us more important things to move. 

 

"So, Emily, what is it exactly you're afraid of?" 

 

"I'm going to screw it up.  I can just see it.  Screw me up.  Screw the child up.  I can't 

make something of myself and raise a child at the same time---can I?" 

 

"Wow, you are full of questions, Child.  Good questions mind you.  Now, let me see."  

Aunt Lizzy glanced over at the never-ending march leading to the covered-up bench leg.  

"Emily, sit up just a minute and clear your eyes.  Now look over at our little ant friends.  

Remember what we read about a little while ago.  What would you say they've been building the 

past few days?" 

 

Emily blinked off some fresh tears and peered at the moving line on the ground.  She 

then studied the brown pile of dirt.  "Well, I guess the obvious answer is an ant pile." 

 

"That's true, but to them it's a bit more, don't you think?  Why yes, to them they're 

building a mountain.  You might even call it, moving a mountain, if you like."  Lizzy pointed her 

index finger in the air, waving it to highlight her thought. 

 

"A mountain?" asked Emily. 

 

"Use that young imagination, Child.  Shrink yourself down to their size."  She giggled a 

bit like a little school girl.   
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And then Emily began to catch onto the coattails of her aunt's wisdom.  "I've never 

visited the pyramids in Egypt, but, you know, I guess it would be like that for us."  

 

"You got it," said Aunt Lizzy.  "Just think about how they built that little ant pile.  A Mount 

Everest to them."  And then she started making gestures with her hands to illustrate her next 

few points.  "One grain at a time, one step at a time, one ant at a time.  That's how they did it, 

Emily.  That's how they change their world and make a difference."  Then Aunt Lizzy froze in 

that thought as if she'd been plugged into an invisible think tank.  A sly but friendly smile swept 

over her face.  She placed her left hand on Emily's abdomen and spoke these words:  "One 

child at a time." 

 

Emily rested her hand on top of her aunt's hand, reached over and hugged Aunt Lizzy.  

A pleasant breeze swept over and around them, accompanied by the growing clatter of the 

bus's diesel engine.  Air hissed from the brakes as the bus came to a stop and the big clanking 

doors opened.  Emily stood and kissed her aunt on the cheek. 

 

"Don't forget your gingerbread cookies, Child."  Lizzy handed the tin to Emily who 

grabbed it with her empty hand.   

 

Emily dropped her handbag and raised her hand up to her midsection.  She looked down 

and then up to her aunt's glowing face.  "Hal or Haley." 

 

Aunt Lizzy cupped a hand behind her right ear.  "What's that?" 

 

"Hal ... or ... Haley!" said Emily, only much louder to compete with the bus's engine.  "If 

it's a boy, I will name him Hal!  If a girl, then Haley!" 

 

Aunt Lizzy got the full meaning that time, and her eyes moistened.  Emily turned and 

stepped through not just metal bus doors, but the next chapter of her life.  One grain at a time, 

one chapter at a time, one child at a time. 

 

She took a seat five rows back and again, rested a hand on her abdomen.  The road 

unfurled the miles and rolled out before her like a mysterious red carpet.  She stared through 
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the bus window, her eyes loosely attached to the objects zipping by.  She pondered her future---

the unknowns, the fears, the rewards, the risks.  A few minutes later, a lone ant crawled out on 

the window's ledge next to her, and without thinking, she brought her thumb up to mash it.  An 

inch away from the ant, the thumb stopped.  She smiled at the little creature and watched it 

scale the glass pane.  A simple thought revisited her, blooming full in her mind:  There's always 

a risk when it comes to living you know.  But---it's a good risk. 

 
 

The End 
 
 


