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The Net Under the Locust Tree

The most fun thing in summer vacation was catching cicadas. In front of our house
stood a big locust tree, and at noon the cicadas in it rang in one solid wave, one
sound pressing on another, like someone hammering sheet metal on the roof. After
lunch I would walk under the tree with a net. The net was bought last year, with a
broken ring that my father had twisted shut with wire. It looked ugly, but it worked
well.

The cicada was smarter than me. It lay flat on the trunk, its body the same color

as the bark, impossible to pick out unless you looked hard. I tilted my head and
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swept from the roots to the treetops until my eyes ached, and finally found one —

right at the fork of the trunk, its belly puffing in and out as it sang.

I did not dare make a sound. I set the net down at my feet and tiptoed closer.
When I got within three steps, the singing stopped. I froze at once, not even
blinking. After a while the cicada sang again. I moved one step forward, and it
stopped again. I figured out the rule: when it goes quiet, it is listening for me, so

I must wait until it starts singing again before I move.

The first pounce missed. I raised the net and clamped it down where the cicada
had been. The rim slapped the bark, and when I lifted it there was nothing inside.
The cicada had already flown to a higher branch and kept singing, as if laughing at
me. My palms were all sweat, but I refused to give up and went back under the tree to

search again.

The second time I changed the plan. I had my little brother make noise with a
stick on the other side of the tree. The singing stopped with a jerk, and when it
started again I raised the net from the side, aimed a little below the cicada, and
pressed the rim hard against the bark. Inside the net there was a buzz, wings beating
against the mesh. I pinched the opening shut and peeked through the gap: the cicada

had two transparent wings, and its legs were clawing around inside.

My brother ran over, and we held the net in turns. The cicada stopped struggling
and lay still. My brother said: let it go, it will die if we keep it in a bag. I
thought it over and pressed the net opening back against the trunk. The cicada
crawled into the leaves, turned back, and let out one loud cry, as if to say it could

still sing.

That afternoon we caught two more, looked at them, and let them go too. On the
way home my brother said: tomorrow we come back. I said yes, and we will see who

spots one first. We each took one tree and competed on who had the sharper eyes.

Thinking back now, the fun of catching cicadas was not the moment the net came
down. It was the few steps on tiptoe, the sweat on my palms after a miss, and the one
loud cry the cicada gave after I let it go. The big locust tree is still there, the
cicadas sing every year, and my net hangs behind the door, its wire patch never taken
off.
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The Fifth Wiggle and the Loosening Claws

In summer vacation, as soon as the cool evening wind rose under the big tree, the
cicada songs thinned out. At that hour the best game was not catching flying cicadas
but catching the nymphs just out of the ground, the ones that had not yet climbed
high to shed their shells. My cousin and I each took a flashlight and each guarded
half of one tree, sweeping the light flat along the bark.

The nymph was slower than I expected. It clung a little above the roots, its
claws dug into the bark, motionless, looking like a lump of mud. My cousin spotted
one first and told me not to move. He reached out and pinched it from the back. The
nymph spread its legs and gripped harder. My cousin said you cannot yank it; you have
to go along with it and make it think the tree is still moving. He wiggled his

fingers gently, the claws loosened for a moment, and the nymph landed in his palm.
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I did the same. I held the flashlight in my teeth and swept the light. When I saw
one, I crouched and reached out. It gripped like a knot. I wiggled twice and it would
not let go, so I got impatient and dug my nail into the bark beside it, nearly
tearing the bark off. My cousin said stop and made me start over. This time I kept my
patience, supported the underside of its belly with my finger, and wiggled slowly. On
the fifth wiggle its claws opened one by one, and it dropped into my palm. It crawled

across my hand, its legs prickly, so ticklish I grinned.

We caught more than a dozen and put them in a plastic box with a lid, holes poked
in the walls, and set the box on the window screen on the balcony. Early the next
morning we went to look. A crack opened down the back of a nymph, and it pushed
itself out through the crack: head first, then body, and at last the two hind legs
pulled free of the old shell. I squatted in front of the screen for a whole hour,

afraid to breathe. My cousin called me to look, and I waved him to be quiet.

My cousin also taught me to read the holes in the ground. He said the nymphs come
out of the earth at night and leave a ring of fresh soil at the hole, soft to the
touch. We went from root to root feeling the soil, and whenever it felt soft we set
the flashlight low and waited for the nymph to climb out itself. Once we watched one
hole for twenty minutes until a nymph finally pushed the soil open and poked its head
out. Neither of us dared make a sound or move the light, and we watched it climb up

the tree step by step.

The fresh cicada had wrinkled wings, green and shining, that spread out bit by
bit and hardened. At noon it flew to the tree in the yard, and by evening it was
singing, blending with the old cicadas. I listened for a long time and could not tell

which one I had set free.

My cousin said: next year we come back. I said yes, and we will each still guard
half a tree. On the way home my palm still remembered the prickly feel of the nymph
legs. The best thing of that whole summer was the fifth wiggle — the claws opening

one by one, and the small weight dropping into my hand.
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The Contest Under the Willows

In summer vacation our whole gang caught cicadas together, and the liveliest spot
was under the big willows at the village entrance. The old herdsman under the trees
knew us all. When he saw us running over with nets in our hands, he led his cow aside
and gave us the shade under the trees. Five of us set the rules of a contest: each
person catches one cicada, the first to catch one wins, and the losers bring

popsicles the next day.

Under the willows at noon it was hot and noisy. The cicada songs pressed down
from overhead — one started and a whole chorus followed, buzzing in our ears. We
spread out with our heads tilted up, each of us watching one tree. In my tree sat one
big black cicada, singing loudest of all on a fork of the branch, and I thought

victory was sure.

I crept closer with the net raised above my head, my arm aching and shaking. At
three steps away, the cicada stopped. I froze in place. Then Liu Zhuang from our
group came hurrying up behind me and stepped on a dry branch with a loud crack. The
cicada buzzed into the air, circled the willow once, and landed on a branch right

above my head. I looked up at it; it looked down at me. I stamped my feet in
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frustration.

The funniest one was Liu Zhuang. He spotted his target, thrust the net up in one
big pounce, missed the cicada, and trapped a hornet instead. The hornet crashed
around inside the net, Liu Zhuang turned pale, and he spun in circles on the spot
shouting for help. We scattered in fear and crouched by the crops in the distance,
watching him jog away with the net raised, finally flinging it into a ditch and

sitting down hard on the ground, gasping.

In the end it was skinny little Zhou Yu who caught one. She did not pounce. She
walked slowly around the tree with the net raised, worked her way to the far side of
the cicada, and flicked the net up gently from below, pressing the rim against the
bark before the cicada could even fly. She walked over holding the net opening shut,
face not even red, breathing not even fast. The four of us who lost each bought her a

popsicle the next day.

The old herdsman laughed at us and said that when he was small they caught
cicadas without nets, using wheat gluten. You pinch off a small ball of gluten, stick
it on the end of a bamboo pole, and press it onto the cicada — it sticks right
there. Our eyes went wide, and we went home begging the grown—ups for gluten. Later
that summer we really did catch cicadas with the bamboo pole, and it worked even
better than the net.

It still makes me laugh to think of it: Liu Zhuang spinning with the net, Zhou Yu
flicking it up so gently, and the old herdsman leading his cow aside to give us the
tree. The cicadas in the big willow sing every year, and our gang still gathers there
in summer vacation, competing on who spots one first and who has the lightest touch.

Catching cicadas alone is fun — catching them as a gang is where the real fun lives.
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