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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,
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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

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.
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