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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
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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.

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 1lid, 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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