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Watermelon, Fireflies, and Staying Up Late

The summer joys of my son are all arranged in small sizes: watermelon chilled in
water, fireflies in the yard, permission to stay up late. None of them costs money,

and each one makes him roll with delight.

The watermelon came from town in the evening. We pressed the whole melon into a
basin of water in the draft where the wind passes through the hall, waiting for it to
chill through. Halfway through homework he would run to look and ask whether it was
ready. The melon sat still in the basin; he grew impatient and tapped the rim of the
basin with a spoon, and I told him to stop. When we ate it he chose the bite from the
center, the reddest part with the fewest seeds. He bit a crescent gap into a slice,
juice running down to his elbow, and he would not wipe it, only threw his head back
and laughed, saying the melon juice was pickling his arm. Our household watermelon

ledger, kept through one summer, is clearer than anyone could keep it: which day we

www. vv99. net



ate, who cut it, and who got the very center bite.

The fireflies came to the corner of the yard. When the first one lit up, he held
his breath and made the whole family line up to watch, nobody allowed to speak. The
light flickered on the grass leaves, green and clean. He asked whether the light of a
firefly could be bottled. I said it could, but the bottle would smother it. He
thought a moment and said, then let it stay lit in the grass. His last words before
sleep that night were, good night, fireflies. The next day he thought about it all
day long, ran to the corner of the yard at dusk to look, saw none, was not

disappointed, and said the fireflies were on holiday that evening.

Staying up late was the exception we granted. For several nights before the end
of August we allowed him past nine. The whole family carried bamboo chairs into the
yard to watch the stars, learn the Big Dipper, and hunt for the Herd Boy and the
Weaver Girl. He held his face up; when his neck ached he switched to the other foot
for support, and told stories from school, glowing as he told them. His mother named
a constellation wrongly, he corrected her, and stood up on his toes in triumph. At
half past nine he yawned and said by himself, the stars are not finished counting but

the person fell asleep first.

I had thought spending summer with him meant taking him to far places and
expensive places. In the end I found his joy lives entirely in small places: the
center bite of the watermelon, one firefly on a grass leaf, the extra half hour of
staying up. He is like a small mirror showing me a skill I had long lost, the

knowledge that delight can be this cheap and this easy.

On the eve of school opening he packed his schoolbag by himself and suddenly said
this summer was happy. I asked how happy, and he thought a moment and said, happier
than receiving a toy. I wrote that sentence down in my mind like an entry in a

ledger. It is this child who taught me to live through summer all over again.
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