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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.
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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

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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