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The Sound of the Chain Inside the Cicada Song

It was only years later that I understood: the loudest thing in that summer was

not the cicadas but the chain.

The cicadas began at dusk. The moment the sun dropped behind the rooftops, the
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cicadas in the plane trees took up the call one after another, until the whole lane
grew thick and heavy with sound. Our courtyard sat in the middle of the lane, and the
cicada song fell into it — onto the water stains at the well, onto the bicycle

standing there.

The bicycle belonged to the daytime, but we practiced at dusk. The middle of the
day was too fierce; the asphalt softened in the sun and stuck to your shoes. When my
father came home from work, half the sky still burning with cloud, he washed his

hands, straightened the bicycle, and said, let us go.

He held the back of the seat while I pedaled ahead. The walls on both sides of
the lane gathered the evening wind into a single stream that pushed my back from
behind. The cicadas screamed overhead, and the fiercer they screamed, the faster I

pedaled, as if going faster could shake off something.

What could not be shaken off was falling. Once I clipped the edge of the well and
my knee struck the stone slab. The cicada song paused for a beat — it had not
actually stopped; it was my ears that went empty for a beat. My father crouched and
rolled up my trouser leg to look, his back turned to the western sky, blocking off
all its light.

That was the first time I noticed his back. There was a dark patch on the back of
his work jacket that no washing removed — sweat wet it and dried it, wet it and
dried it, until a white rim of salt bloomed around it. Crouching, his back arched

like a carrying pole bent under a load.

He rested less than the time it takes to smoke one cigarette, then lifted the
bicycle and said, keep going. The cicadas had thickened again. 1 swung over the seat,
he held on, and we rode deeper into the lane while the streetlamps came on one by

one, stretching our two shadows long and then folding them together.

I cannot remember under which lamp he let go. I only remember one lamp under
which my shadow wobbled on the ground alone — wobbling, wobbling, and then going
straight. He was jogging behind me, his footsteps mixed into the cicada song, near,

then far, then catching up again.

The evening I finally learned, I rode to the mouth of the lane and back. The
cicada song surged in from all directions, and the plane tree leaves turned over
silver backs in the lamplight. My father stood at the courtyard gate, neither
clapping nor calling out. He lit a cigarette, his back to the light of the doorway,

watching the thin line of my headlamp coming toward him.

The tip of the cigarette brightened and dimmed. His back stood framed in the
doorway, and at some point it no longer looked as broad as it had when he crouched in
the daylight.

www. vv99. net



Later I went far away to study. In summer, when others hear cicadas they hear the
heat; I hear the chain, and footsteps stitched into the cicada song. One summer I
went home and found half the lane demolished, though the plane tree remained and the
cicadas still sang. My father wheeled an old bicycle out of the shed, its chain long

rusted solid, and said that now when you ride, I am the one who dares not watch.

I knew what he dared not watch. He had seen me fall at the edge of the well, and
he had seen a shadow wobble straight alone under a lamp. Cicadas understand none of

this. They only sing, calling every summer back into the shape of that summer.

The summer the wheels rolled over never came back. But every year the moment the
cicadas open their mouths, it returns entire: the evening wind, the water stains at
the well, the white salt rim on the back of the work jacket, and the back in the

doorway watching my headlamp approach.
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