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The Cicadas Called the Summer Awake

Before dawn broke, the cicadas were already calling. I woke up on the bamboo bed
in the middle hall, and the sound came in through the gap of the door, layer after

layer, as if someone outside were stirring the whole summer with a wooden paddle.

The cicada chorus thickened as the day deepened. At noon it sounded like boiling
water, bubbling over the space between the eaves and the street trees. I pressed my
ear against the window lattice and tried to pick out a single voice, but could not

The sound was like a thread, and whole crowds of cicadas were tangled in it.

The shade of the old locust tree in our courtyard was the coolest place of the
whole summer. The shade moved with the sun: in the morning it covered the well, at
noon it covered the stone steps, and in the afternoon it climbed back to the door of
the middle hall. We lay on mats inside the shade and watched sunlight leak through
the leaves into small round spots on the ground. The spots traveled, and we reached

out to catch them, but they scattered as soon as our hands came near.
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At the mouth of the lane stood a small shop with an icebox, and the popsicles
inside had frozen into one solid block. The shopkeeper pried them apart one by one
with a small stick. A green bean popsicle cost five cents. White vapor rose from the

stick, and I carried it home slowly, afraid the wind would blow the cold away.

I squatted under the tree shade and ate the popsicle. The cicadas called
overhead, sweetness ran down my fingers, and the cold sank all the way to my heart.
Halfway through, it started melting, so I held it high and took the last bite facing
the cicada song. A layer of green sand was left on the stick, and I licked that off

too.

I no longer remember what games we played that afternoon or who I quarreled with.
I only remember that the tree shade was green, the popsicle was sweet, and the

cicadas were so loud that they seemed ready to turn the whole summer upside down.

One day in late August, the cicada song changed. It was no longer the airtight
chorus of high summer but a scattered calling, now long, now short, like someone
asking from far away whether the summer was about to end. I looked up at the locust

tree and found the leaves curling yellow at the edges.

Now when summer comes, I still listen for cicadas in the city. The moment I hear
one, that tree shade, that popsicle, and that drowsy noon all return at once, and
even my fingertips remember that taste of sweetness. Summer vacations pass year after

year, yet the cicadas call each summer awake in exactly the same way.
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