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The Cicada Song Followed Me Into the City

After the dog days began, cicadas started singing in the cypress trees of our
residential garden. I heard them from my study and my pen stopped in midair — that

sound was the same one from the grape trellis in the old courtyard thirty years ago.

Summer in the old courtyard steeped itself in cicada song. Early in the morning,
water still clung to the grape leaves when the cicadas cleared their throats, each
note drawn out long, like someone slowly sawing a piece of wood on the roof. At noon
they sang the fiercest, dense and tight, covering the whole courtyard under a 1lid of
sound. At night they rested, and the courtyard was quiet enough to hear the well
water sloshing. The hens dozed under the wall, and the dog lay in the shade of the

doorstep with its tongue hanging out, too lazy to be chased away.

The shade of the grape trellis was the finest room of the summer. The shade lay
thick on the ground, and grandmother moved the bamboo bed into it for our afternoon
nap. The cicadas sang overhead, coolness rose from the ground into our backs, and

half asleep we felt the whole summer lying inside this shade with nowhere else to go.
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When the sun leaned west and the shade slid back from the henhouse to under the

bamboo bed, grandmother called: get up, the shade has come back to fetch you.

Father rode his bicycle to town, and on the way home a net bag of popsicles hung
from the handlebar, wrapped in an old padded coat. He called my name first thing in
the courtyard. I ran out barefoot, and the popsicles were still hard, with a wet
patch spread across the coat. Father said he pedaled fast and the wind helped. I ran
one lap around the trellis holding the popsicle aloft before I dared take the first

bite. The sweetness of saccharin water traveled from my tongue all the way to my
heels.

After I grew up in the city, I did not hear cicadas that thick for many years.
The old courtyard was demolished, the grape trellis vanished, and grandmother and
father passed away one after another. One summer I went back to the town, and on the
neatly trimmed roadside trees along the asphalt, the cicadas were somehow still
singing, note for note the same as before. I stood in the tree shade and listened to

one whole passage through, my palms sweating, my eyes too.

Now the cicadas in the cypress call that summer for me every day. When my child
comes home from school, he presses against the windowsill looking for them, and when
he finds one he shouts: Dad, it is right here. I walk over and hear it too. The
cicada song lands on the windowsill, between the two of us, like a patch of tree

shade moved three thousand 1i away.
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