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The Empty House in the Cicada Shell

July 28, Friday, shower then clear.

The evening shower came fast and left fast. The moment it stopped I ran
downstairs. The air smelled of wet earth, and the leaves shone with reflected light.
On our plane tree, about a foot off the ground, I saw a miracle: a cicada was pushing

its way out of its own shell.

First a crack opened on its back, a tender green head pushed out, then the chest,
then two front legs gripping the old shell like the rail of a boat. The old shell was
brown, its two front claws still holding the posture of gripping bark. I squatted

under the tree, too amazed to move, breathing softly, afraid to blow it away.
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The hardest part was the hind legs. Its whole body hung downward, the two hind
legs groping inside the old shell, reaching once, slipping once, and my palms sweated
just watching; I almost reached out to help. It reached on its own, kicked its legs
free, and flipped its whole body out onto the top of the old shell. At that moment it

was still wrinkled, green as a fresh sprout, its wings soft and bunched up.

I squatted there watching it dry its wings. They spread out little by little, as
if someone were blowing air into them, the veins clear and transparent; when the
street lamp came on, a small patch of its light landed on the wing. Half an hour from

start to finish, and a crumpled green creature became a cicada that could fly.

It tried twice before it flew, first bumping into leaves, then landing on a
higher branch, and then it began to sing. The first note was still hoarse; the second
one rang out. I looked up for it, hidden among the leaves, singing until the whole
tree sounded. Down below, the old shell still held its tree—gripping pose, empty,

like a vacated house.

I brought the shell home and set it on the windowsill over a sheet of white
paper. At dinner my mother asked what I was grinning at. I said I had picked up an
empty house. She followed my finger, said oh, and added that shed cicada shells can
be used as medicine. I got nervous at once and asked whether anyone would come to

collect it. My mother laughed and said no, it is yours.

Before bed I checked it again. Under the desk lamp the shell cast a small shadow,
its front claws in exactly the pose they held on the tree. I wrote in my diary: today
under the tree I watched a moving—out ceremony for half an hour. The new house is its
wings; the old house stays on the tree. If it looks back at midnight, it should see

the lamp on my windowsill.
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