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The Thunderstorm Night in the Melon Shed

That summer I kept pestering grandpa to let me watch the melon field with him.
The field lay on the riverbank, and the watch post was a shed at the head of the
field: four wooden posts, layers of thatch, a plank bed whose legs stood in shallow
water to keep off ants. Grandpa refused at first, saying the thunder at night shakes
the ground and I could not take it. I thumped my chest and swore, and the oath lasted
until dark.

The first half of the night was fine. We lay on the plank bed listening to frogs
and to the river, and grandpa told me which melons were the first set and which came

from pinned vines. He fell asleep before his story ended, his snoring keeping time
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with the river. In the second half of the night, a white flash 1it the shed through
and through, and the next moment thunder burst overhead. The rain did not fall, it
poured down. The roof leaked everywhere, water running down the ribs of the thatch,

right to my feet.

I sat up frightened, and grandpa rolled off the bed in one motion, quicker than
in daylight. He moved me to the corner of the shed, spread the only plastic sheet
over the bed board to catch water, then found wire and half a roll of old sacking and
crawled out to weigh down the windward thatch. I held the flashlight inside to light
him, my hand shaking, the circle of light jumping from post to post. Grandpa called
out: hold it steady. I clenched my teeth and steadied the light, and only then

noticed I was no longer afraid.

We worked until the rain stopped near dawn. Grandpa lifted the curtain, looked at
the field, and waved me over. The moon leaked out between the clouds, and melons lay
in the furrows all over the field, wet and shining under the moonlight, like a field
of moons that had not woken up. Grandpa crouched over the mud and shone the light: a
string of small plum—blossom footprints came in along the furrow and went back out
the same way. It is a badger, he said, it eats locusts and field rats, it does not
steal melons. He pinched up a lump of mud, sniffed it, and added: tonight it stood
watch for us for half the night.

Going home at daybreak, I kept nodding off on the back seat of the bicycle,
dreaming all the way of badgers tucking blankets over melons. Grandma asked whether
watching the field was fun. I said it was, only the thunder was not. Grandpa laughed
from beside us and said he would cut new thatch for the roof that morning, and would
I come again. I said yes. This time I did not thump my chest; I just answered,

quietly, but truly.

After school started, classmates asked about the longest thing I did that summer,
and I said I guarded watermelons for a night. They asked whether melon thieves came.
I said no, a badger came, and it stood watch for half the night. They said how could
a badger stand watch. I said it does not eat melons, it eats locusts, and if locusts
multiply, the leaves are finished and the melons never grow. That line was grandpas.

Saying it, I paused myself: that rainy night had taught me more than just courage.
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The Watermelon Eating Contest, and I Won the Seeds

The courtyard cooled off at dusk every day of that summer. Watermelons chilled in
well water were carried out, and one stroke of the knife cracked them open with a
snap, red flesh showing, seeds glossy black. That year several of us children held a
formal watermelon eating contest. My cousin was the referee, and he made up the rules
on the spot: one slice each, finish first to win, seeds must not be swallowed, and

swallowing one seed means one extra round.

I signed up earliest and dreamed the biggest dreams. At the dinner table I was
famously fast, and a slice of watermelon was nothing to me. When the referees whistle
blew, I lifted the melon to my mouth and bit into it, juice running down to my elbow,
the red flesh vanishing at a visible speed. Erwa across from me ate with his whole
face in bloom, and Sanmei ate politely with a small spoon. I was about to finish

first, my head got light, my grip loosened, and my last bite went down together with
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a dozen seeds.

The cousin raised his hand: seeds swallowed, one extra round. I stood frozen,
half a mouthful still not swallowed. The extra slice was one I had picked myself,
complaining it was too small at the time; now it looked like a little mountain. I
gnawed on stubbornly, and halfway through I gave up and raised my hand. That round I
came last. Erwa laughed and said my stomach was a warehouse for storing watermelon

seeds.

Seeing I was unconvinced, the cousin rolled his eyes and changed the rules: the
final round would not be eating but seed spitting. Three seeds each; anything past
the base of the wall counts, farther wins. This one I knew well — all summer under
the shade trees we had used watermelon seeds as bullets to flick at foreheads. 1
pinched up a seed, pressed my tongue behind it, puffed my cheek, and pfft, the seed
flew over the wall base and landed on the path outside. The second went farther. For
the third I changed my stance, turned sideways, squinted, and the seed drew an
invisible arc; no one saw where it landed, but outside the wall a tin trash can rang

out with a clang.

That clang silenced the whole courtyard for one moment, then it burst into
cheers. The referee declared the third seed the farthest, and the champion was me. 1
stood in the middle of the courtyard holding the remaining half slice, accepting the
applause of the other children, trying hard to keep a straight face, failing, the

corners of my mouth impossible to press down.

Afterwards I ate that half slice slowly on the steps, no contest, seeds dropped
one by one into my palm and flicked into the can. Watermelon chilled in well water
tastes sweeter eaten slowly — I understood that principle that year, though not

deeply.

The courtyard held a second and third contest after that. The rules changed a
dozen times; the eating champion was always Erwa, the seed-spitting champion always

me. We each kept our own championship, neither yielding to the other. Years later,

thinking back, those summer evenings — the well water, the knife sounds, hands full
of seeds, and that single clang — quenched my thirst better than any slice of
watermelon.

RERF, FERE

WEBBAES F, ARG REP, ERAE . AR, WA RS ANFEEEET T
TR, ERGENEE . AU EGES I, BLURmtei e A )aid, Ay, ek, GEE TIRE

www. vv99. net




WRHRIR T M. BTy, R Lk 1o

KRR R, T, TEAE L, MR RO, ERE -, Mt
M, EMARAL. RIS, AU, AT, AU AR T
ORI E R T F, AE, il

REEE, BRI ok, BRI R, BXETFEAT, NEX, EBE, RAeH
k. PoBrewiEobd ok, AR, ek, RESH, EMEERIER. FRAXFESEET
Wi TR, PR B, BT ASZD . RS AT E AR, IR
HRIAE——AR 5 R AN, AR EHOEAEE, ERANET

HESEARRE, BARE AN, KRGS ) A IK g o, R A Bk . BRI R, 1T
RN T BLAlE, MO ARRM S, e T AR S T, KBREE, 2 PRE
R, TRECARMIEA e EARAVNE, ERANPR. BRSNS, fREE
W il

FHEOBr L AR, S B TS T, K, R, KEUEEN, AT
Kb 7ok, B T AN, WEMAERERE A, EAcmBlPbk 7. — Bk, BATMML
AR, BN 2 T3, EEH, R KR EER

AR, BARAER RS PSP B AL —— R P B %, R R T, WIS, KR
AT ARG, St ENBA, SRR EEL o AU AR T, R
ENICI AR, RASEHELERERIE, A, mEFEER, RS, HR0E R g
k.

Wefbelmldn, FACERENR HIFEE R 2. F22 AR 2R A AR, A T, Ste Ak,
BRI RE—— R E B UL KiK. 5 RN BB RSN
BECRN P, RMEARE R T AR, ek BDIR A . RA) T 1

I Learned to Herd the Ox, and the Ox Learned to Herd Me

That summer in the countryside, my second uncle took me out plowing and let me
learn to herd the ox. The ox was called Dahei. A man in his forties had led it across
the fields for over a dozen years, its feet walking the furrows straight as a rule.
My uncle handed me a switch and said: stand at its left rear, shout gee and it goes;
if it drifts, point the switch to guide it. Easy for him to say. I took the switch

and started work.

Dahei ignored me completely. When I shouted gee, its ears flicked as if chasing
flies; at my second shout its tail swished and it kept walking its own crooked lines.
My uncle stood at the head of the field with arms folded, saying nothing. I got
desperate, remembered that in films herders always crack a whip, and I swung the

switch at its hindquarters. Not hard, just one slap of sound.
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Dahei stopped and turned its head around slowly. The look it gave me I will never
forget: not fierce, but thoughtful, like a man working out an account. The next
instant it walked toward me. I backed up; it sped up; I turned and ran, and it broke
into a trot after me. I ran one full lap around the threshing floor, my schoolbag
bouncing on my back, two sweet potatoes knocking inside. My uncle laughed so hard at
the head of the field he could not straighten up, and his shouts could not stop it —

he admitted later that he let me run on purpose, so I would learn my place.

When the lap was done, I leaned on my knees gasping, and Dahei stood in the
middle of the threshing floor chewing grass unhurriedly, as if nothing had happened.
My uncle walked over, took the switch out of my hand, lifted the nose rope of Dahei,
gave one short call, and the ox lifted its feet and walked, step by step, back into
the furrow. My uncle handed me the nose rope: it is not disobeying, it simply does
not know you. It listens for the call and respects the nose rope; if you come at it

with a switch, it holds a grudge.

I went back to work. Holding the nose rope, I imitated my uncles calls, one long,
one short. Dahei walked, and I matched its pace; when it drifted I did not strike it
but drew the rope back gently, and it swung itself back into line. By the end of the
morning we had walked from one end of the field to the other, and the furrows held a

new pair of footprints, crooked, but following Daheis.

At the noon rest I sat in the shade eating one of the sweet potatoes from my bag
— the run had not lost them, only bruised them soft. After two bites, Dahei came
over without a sound, nosing into my bag, its breath scattering crumbs. My uncle said
it has marked you now; your bag holds something it cares about. I held up the potato
and faced it off. It did not snatch; it just looked at you, eyes sincere, until you

yourself wanted to hand it over.

Back in the city after vacation, I told classmates about the crooked footprints.
They asked whether the ox was afraid of me in the end. I thought a while and said it
was not afraid of me; later it simply liked me — liked the sweet potatoes in my bag.
Half of that was a joke. The other half was true: the most important thing I learned
that summer was that you cannot rely on the switch in your hand; first you have to
find the rope and the call.
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