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One Day Inside the Cicada Song

What woke me was the cicadas. A little past five in the morning, the window paper
had just turned pale at the edge, and the cicadas in the courtyard were testing their
voices one after another, like vendors counting heads before the market. I turned
over; the bamboo mat still held a little of the coolness of the night.

Grandfather was already in the vegetable garden, squatting under the cucumber
trellis tying down the vines, his straw hat resting on his knee. I went along to help
carry water, and the splashes from the wooden bucket wet my shoes. The sun had not
yet risen, and the cicadas sang loosely, note by separate note, and you could hear

which tree each one stood on.

Once the sun stood up, the cicadas merged into a single wall of sound.
Grandfather moved the work into the shade of the mulberry tree by the wall, trimming
branches and twisting straw rope. The patch of shade was small, just enough for two
people. The mulberry leaves were thick, the cicadas right overhead, their song

rolling against the ears; standing in the shade felt like hiding under an upside—down
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bell. Grandfather twisted rope as he worked, occasionally looking up toward where the

cicadas sang, saying that such a loud chorus meant tomorrow would stay clear.

At noon, grandmother brought back a popsicle from town, red at the heart, giving
off white vapor in my hand. I held it in my mouth and hid in the shade behind the
house. It melted faster than I could eat it, and sweet water crawled down my wrist.
The cicada song at high noon was too thick to stir; I leaned against the tree trunk
and dozed off, coolness rising from my feet, sweetness melting on my tongue. At the
end I could not bear to bite the stick, so I licked it little by little, until even

the wooden stick was clean.

When I woke from the nap, the cicada song had dropped half its volume, and the
sun had slid from due south toward the west. Grandfather hoisted the watermelon he
had cooled in the well all afternoon; the knife barely touched it and the melon split
open by itself, cold air surging into the courtyard together with the cicada song. We
sat under the tree shade eating melon, juice dripping down our elbows. The cicadas
had turned soft by then, one phrase long, one short, as if tired of singing.
Grandfather spat the seeds toward the base of the wall and said he would cool another

one tomorrow.

Before the dark settled completely, the last few cicadas called a couple of times
and stopped. I helped clear the table, feeling a little empty and a little full.
Empty because the cicadas had stopped; full because from morning to night the cicadas
had been there, the shade had been there, and something sweet had come through. The
summer vacation was still long, and I knew that tomorrow at dawn the cicadas would

wake me again.
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