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No Cicada Caught, but the Net Went Swimming First

On a summer afternoon, the cicadas sang so loudly the whole alley seemed to
tremble. Xiaoman stood under the tree holding a dip net, chin tilted up, watching for
ten minutes before he set his heart on one big black cicada. The insect sat on the
thinnest branch of the willow, wings glossy, singing as if it owned the afternoon.
Xiaoman turned and signaled to me: not a sound. He rose on his toes and pushed the

net toward that branch, inch by inch.

The net was half a foot from the cicada, which kept singing. I held my breath and
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could no longer hear even the cicada, only my own heart. Xiaoman pushed the last inch
up. The instant the net covered the head of the cicada, the patch of moss under his
foot slipped. His whole body tilted sideways, his arm swung by instinct, the net flew
out of his hand, turned a somersault in the air, and with a splash went into the pond

one step ahead of the cicada.

The cicada was startled by that sound, moved unhurriedly to another branch,
turned its back to us, and kept singing, louder than before. Xiaoman stood on the
tree root still holding the pose of raising the net, frozen a long while before he

said one sentence: is it laughing at me.

Fishing the net out became the real business of the afternoon. The net had a long
bamboo handle, and the end of the handle still stuck out near the bank. We squatted
down and pulled, but it would not move, as if something at the bottom of the water
had caught it. Xiaoman took off his shoes, rolled up his trouser legs, and stepped
in. The moment his feet touched the water he hissed through his teeth, the water
between the stones was cold enough to bite. He moved step by step to the net, and the
first thing he lifted was not the net but a big lotus leaf, which he set on his own
head. He stood there under the leaf, dazed for two seconds, and I laughed so hard I

sat down on the bank.

The net came out at last. In its bottom were two finger—length fish and a handful
of waterweed. Xiaoman kept the fish in a glass jar and hung the net on the yard wall
to dry. The cicada went on singing in the willow, one call longer than the next, as
if nothing had happened that afternoon. Xiaoman took the net back under the tree and

waved at me: this time I will not step on the tree root.

For the second try he went around to the far side of the willow and climbed from
branch to branch, and halfway up he reached the net toward the cicada. This time the
insect was closer, close enough to see the fine lines on its wings. Just as the mouth
of the net was about to close, the cicada stopped singing, spread its wings, slipped
away along the edge of the net, circled once around Xiaomans head, landed higher up,
and began to sing again. Xiaoman lay flat on the tree with his arm still raised, and

looked back at me with a face half annoyed and half admiring: it gave me a lap.

At dusk we packed up the net and walked home. The two fish in the jar went back
into the pond, and the net leaned behind the door. The sound of cicadas spread from
the mouth of the alley all the way to our gate. I thought to myself that not catching
the cicada was no loss: a net that turned a somersault into the pond, a lotus leaf on
someones head, a cicada that gave me a lap, all of these are worth more than one

cicada shut in a bag.

At night the cicadas fell silent and the alley grew quiet. I went over the

afternoon once more in my mind, and at the part where the net turned its somersault I
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still could not help laughing. Summer vacation had only just begun, and afternoons

like this were still waiting ahead.
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