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The Singer in the Bottle

July 15, Saturday, sunny.

The sun was so strong that the asphalt road turned soft, and the cicadas screamed
in the trees until my heart itched. Grandma pinched a small ball of wheat gluten from
its bag, fixed it on the tip of a bamboo pole, and told me to try under the tree. 1
stood under the locust tree holding the pole up, chin tilted, searching until my neck
ached, and found one: a big black cicada lying on the highest branch, its belly

pumping.

I raised the pole slowly, bit by bit. The cicada realized something was wrong
only when the gluten touched its tail; it spread its wings, but too late, stuck to

the gluten, six legs kicking wildly. I carefully worked it off and put it into a
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glass jar with a breathable lid. I set the jar on the table and announced: from today

you are our familys singer.

It did not sing during the day. I thought it had gone mute, and peered into the
jar: it clung to the glass, kicking its legs. Grandma said cicadas are shy by day and

fine at night.

She was right. The moment I lay down, the jar began to sound, buzz, buzz, each
call brighter than the last, loud as thunder even through the glass. I kept the jar
beside my pillow, listening to my own cicada sing, and laughed every time I turned
over. It sang until past midnight; its last call was especially long, like a sigh

after a tired song.

The next morning I went to look and stopped smiling. The hooks on its two front
legs were worn blunt, and a few brown smears marked the glass; it clung to the wall
and kicked with less strength than yesterday. I stared at it for a long time,
remembering how boldly it had sung in the tree yesterday. That tree was taller than

our roof, and all its relatives and friends were up there.

I carried the jar under the locust tree, unscrewed the lid, and pointed the mouth
of the jar at a branch. It crawled out, climbed onto the branch, and shook its wings
twice without flying right away. I held my breath waiting, and it did not fly at
first; it sang one single note, then fluttered up to a higher branch. The whole tree

burst into song again, like a welcome home.

At night I wrote in my diary: the singer has returned to its troupe. The jar is
washed and holds green beans. A small ball of gluten is left, and grandma said we can
catch more tomorrow. I thought a while and said I would not catch any more. Grandma

asked why. I said: in the jar, its song was not half as free as its song in the tree.
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