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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
with the river. In the second half of the night, a white flash lit the shed through
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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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