Nacre
The only pet I was allowed when I was a kid was stick insects. We kept them in a plastic fishbowl

with cling film over the top in the hallway, next to the telephone. There really wasn’t much to see,
it would take ages to actually find them through the privet. A pretty rubbish pet, the most they ever did was vibrate, but I sort of loved them. Did you know that they’re all females? They reproduce without mating, lay loads of eggs. None of mine hatched though. Anyway, every now and then I’d be looking
at the fish bowl for a while and I’d realise that they weren’t actually there, I’d just been looking at sticks. After that, it was like a routine: I had to find a tiny ball of stick insect poo nearby and follow the trail.

I’d find them a couple of metres away moving very slowly, vibrating.
***

It was the first flat I moved into after leaving home, the rent was dead cheap so I didn’t bother complaining. At first there were just a few ants. They were really tiny things, sort of orangey coloured, minute, so you wouldn’t really notice them. It was pretty rank having ants in the flat but after a while

you got used to it. If you stared at any surface long enough you would start to notice that there were

ants there. Look closer and there were ants in the carpet, between the weave. Slowly I noticed we were getting more and more of them. They were all over the kitchen surfaces, trails along the skirting, in the fruit bowl. The golden syrup tin became a sort of ant graveyard, a dark brown circle round the rim made from dead ants stuck in the residue. More ants would scuttle up and down the sides of the cupboards. Crawling, heading somewhere, god knows. I guess I became acclimatised. When watching telly 

I’d idly kill the ones crawling over my thighs without thinking.
I’d started seeing this new girl and she hadn’t been round my place yet. We were drunk when we

got in so just went straight to bed. I’ll always remember the dream I had that night. I was lying naked, facedown on a cold cement floor, drowning myself in a shallow pool of dirty water. Breathing in dirt

and water. I woke up in a sweat but couldn’t say anything in case she thought I was weird. She got
up and started to get ready as I lay in bed getting my head straight. She was getting her briefs on

when she shouted, suddenly throwing her pants across the room “there’s fucking ants in my knickers!”

As she stormed off screaming at me I promised her I’d deal with it.

I read all about them on the Internet, trying to work out how to eradicate them. My ones were pharaoh ants, nearly impossible to get rid of, but the more you read, actually quite fascinating. They are attracted to electricity, weirdly, and eat through cabling; apparently they are a major problem in hospitals. They leave pheromone trails to communicate with each other, to tell them where the food is and what needs

to be done; there is often more than one queen and more than one colony when there is an infestation; they can live in the smallest spaces, like between the sheets of a ream of paper. I found them kind of amazing. I watched videos on YouTube of ant farms and big nests, people pouring molten aluminium
into them, burning the colony alive, but creating these abstract sculptures from their burrows. I began watching my ants really closely, checking their tracks, putting a bit of food out and following them back.

Over the course of a few weeks I worked out some of the ant trails, a load were going towards the

stereo in my room. I started checking my CD rack, going through and cracking open every case.

I opened up each one methodically, checking behind each disk, until Jagged Little Pill. I jumped back.

A whole fucking colony fell out from behind the CD. I watched them on the floor for a while, vaguely disgusted but engrossed. There were different types, big and small, a lot of eggs and larva, a big queen

in the middle, ants with wings. They were protecting the eggs. I got a bottle of bleach and one of Flash and squirted it all over them. I found another colony under a plant-pot a week later.
It was fine for her to come over again now. I mean, I sometimes saw the odd one, well a few, but nothing like how it was before. We got in late again, pissed. I told her I didn’t have protection but she said we had to use it. I couldn’t find anything in the drawers but eventually I found one at the bottom of the wardrobe.

It was a bit old, the packet was worn but I was drunk and it was the best I could do. Afterwards,
we hugged but then it started itching, I ignored it. It was tingling. You know, down there, like,
really fucking weird. I pulled the condom off and there were ants everywhere, swarming. She was desperately scratching at her crotch. I watched the queen, crawling through my pubic hair. 
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