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We Went to the Field to Pick a Watermelon

On the morning the watermelons finally looked ready, Grandpa woke me up before
the sun was fully up and said: get up, we are going to the field at the foot of the
hill to pick a watermelon. I had never been to a watermelon field before, so I was
out of bed and dressed in one second, and I even put half of my shirt on backwards.
Grandpa put a hoe on his shoulder, I carried a small wooden stool, and we walked out
along the dirt road while the sky was still gray and the grass on both sides soaked

my shoes with dew.
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The melon field sat on a sunny slope below the hill. It was not a big field, but
it was full of green. When we walked in, vines were crawling over the ground in every
direction, and the leaves were as wide as fan blades, with dew still hanging on their
edges and dripping onto the back of my hand. Grandpa walked in front and warned me to
stay in the furrows and never step on the main vines, because a stepped-on vine stops
feeding its melon. I followed him on tiptoe, the way you cross a green bridge without

getting your shoes wet.

Grandpa squatted down and taught me how to choose. First look at the tendril: if
the little curly tendril next to the stem has dried up and turned brown, the melon is
ready. Then look at the stripes on the skin: if they are spread wide and clear, it is
a good melon. Then knock it and listen. He knocked one melon and it made a dull thud,
and he said that was an unripe melon, leave it. Then he knocked another one, and it
sounded dong, dong, clear and ringing, like knocking on a drum, and he said that was
a ripe one. I copied him and knocked melon after melon until my fingers ached.
Grandpa checked each one I chose, and finally pointed at a round, heavy watermelon

and said: this one. This is the one.

The watermelon was enormous, with dark green stripes, and when I hugged it my
arms could not quite meet around it. I insisted on carrying it myself. [ lifted it,
took one step, then another, then a third, and had to put it down, my face burning
red. Grandpa laughed out loud and did not say anything. He bent down, lifted the
melon onto his shoulder, and told me to walk in front and hold the dried vine so [
could lead him. I held that little vine and walked ahead proudly, as if I were

leading a large ox home from the market.

On the way back we rested under a big tree by the road. Grandpa did not put the
watermelon down; he only moved it from one shoulder to the other. When we got home,
Grandma washed the melon and set the knife on it, and the rind split open with a
crack before she had even finished cutting. The flesh was sandy and red. I ate a
slice and the juice ran all the way down my wrist. Grandma said this year s melons
were especially sweet. I said loudly: I picked this one! Grandpa was squatting in the
doorway, forgetting all about his pipe, laughing until his eyes became two narrow

lines.

Afterwards Grandma carried the rest of the melon next door, because the neighbor
grandma had helped us plant the melon seedlings in spring. She ate a slice, praised
me for being useful, and I showed her how to knock on a melon and told her that a
ripe one sounds like a drum. She learned faster than my grandpa did. That summer I
went to the melon field many more times. Later I could tell a ripe melon from an
unripe one just by listening, and I could even carry a medium-sized melon all the way
to the edge of the field. The knocking sounds, the dew on the vines, and Grandpa’ s

back under the watermelon on his shoulder, I remember all of it. Now, every time I
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eat a watermelon, I think of that field below the hill, and of what Grandpa always
said: you cannot rush a melon, and you cannot fool a melon; you just have to knock

and listen.

JR 3tk B IR

WATKRHAE 3 5, RAJLZE, nIile s . BERGINE T, 555 A2t i B
Ly )l k. ISR m T4, F9EEU: HE M. RPHLET
arJLinl, R B AR, AT AR ? AR, A U BN RAREURNIE T .

AR —R, FFHERATU: &, SRITHE. LT, BRCLIT Mmoo, #Hig
HEERAZ T, BKWB T T, b5 A MEng Menh L . 25 95 4% EUE B A 1Sk, IR HLA —
R, ABIOTRE S, RN S AN KPEK, OB BIE R RN 2L4 .

FARUL AN, BHMAERIL T, AR ERIPERAR TP Ko b L A a] g TS
XA, WA, AT HEE 7. FrAREERIERE - F, W Wr. 4 RKi%#A
T FFLTHREA LM T MG FEmsm ey, &ise MO0k, maisk: AT, fFl%,

g L, FHESFHE T, THREE, RLARWUr W RS, =S KA
P T0. FARE A CHN, WELE T =20, B, Jasch . RJaSFUTAE L,
PN AGEAEM S50 35U RAR T H, SR UM T o AbBUX AKX,
FE RN, R,

KB QS = = V1 A = AN VA iP5 o PR w15 211 6 PR N B (I s e = 4 G P
Pt vb £, AR o AIEEERE R RS TR — kAL, e DTG5 . Belgt LU il TR L
ORI, BB HESATR AL I AR T T, AU, RAAKINE

Pyt RPN, BAMERE T iz, BUEVP T, FARA, FRREEAIEENERE T &,
FA O TR, UK RSN 1o Wi IXANRASSIE T H, g
ANEH? R AT A AR R R AU YRR, RN AR 7 A 1S e 21 A R
Ky AEE.

W EARAEIR b, BRI T TR RR S, AR, fEME B, S995RREE R
i, FEEE ARG S KIARANR, A4S BRI R . BT £ W4
FEL MRS, A AR E DR .

The Secret in the Watermelon Field

Our family s watermelon field is behind the house. It is only a few rows wide,

www. vv99. net



but Grandpa treats it like a treasure. Every evening after dinner, he would walk into
the field, squat in it for a while, and then come out again. When I asked him what he
was doing in there, he only smiled and said: taking care of a secret. I ran to the
edge of the field and looked carefully many times, but all I could ever see were
vines and leaves. What secret could possibly be out there? When I asked again and

again, Grandpa only said: you will know when the time comes.

One day at the end of August, Grandpa took my hand and said: come on, today we
open the secret. When we walked into the field, the tips of the vines had already
begun to turn yellow, and there were far fewer bees than in midsummer. The dew had
dried up, and the leaves rustled in the wind. Grandpa walked straight to the far
corner of the field, where there was a pile of straw. He lifted the straw, and

underneath it lay a huge watermelon, with a small red string tied to its vine.

Grandpa said: this melon has been here since July, the day you came home for the
summer vacation. The melons in the middle of the field ripen early, but this one is
late. If nobody watched over it, whoever passed by would pick it up and take it away.
So every day I come in and knock on it once and listen. Today it should be ready. He
put his hand on the melon and knocked. It sounded dong, dong, like a drum. He knocked

again, nodded, and said: ripe. Carry it home.

I leaned over and knocked on it myself, copying the way Grandpa did it, holding
my ear close, and sure enough it answered dong, dong, and the vibration traveled
through the rind into my palm. I insisted on carrying the melon. I hugged it and
managed three steps before my arms gave out and I had to set it down. In the end
Grandpa lifted it onto his shoulder, and I walked beside him holding the little red
string. Grandpa said the string had been tied there for two months, and now we could

finally untie it. He said it softly, as if he were afraid of waking somebody up.

On the way back, Grandpa told me that even the spot for this melon had been
chosen on purpose. The sun reached it in the morning, but the straw could keep it
cool in the afternoon, and the soil there was sandy, which is what makes the flesh
sandy. He had also turned the melon over once every ten days or so, so that it
ripened evenly on all four sides. I had always thought picking melons meant knocking
and carrying, and I never knew there were so many things to learn. Grandpa had farmed

his whole life, and if he did not talk, I would never have known any of it.

Grandma cut the melon open, and we ate it out in the courtyard. The flesh was
sandy, the seeds were few, and it was so sweet that eating it felt like swallowing
the whole summer. Grandpa picked out the smallest piece for himself and said he had
tasted enough melons this summer already. Grandma said: this melon has been watched
over by Grandpa for two months, how could it not be sweet? I asked Grandpa why he had

never told me. He said: if I told you, where would the fun of a secret be? A secret
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has to be kept until the day it ripens.

That night, lying in bed, I suddenly understood a little. The secret of the melon
field is not hidden inside the melon. It is hidden in the taking care. Grandpa came
into the field every single day, and that is why this big watermelon was waiting
under the straw. The biggest melon of the summer was the reward for Grandpa’ s daily
visits. I made up my mind: next summer I will go into the field with Grandpa every

day too, and take care of a secret of my own.
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Let’s Go Pick a Watermelon Together

My cousin came to the countryside to spend the summer vacation with us. We are
the same age and get along very well. The next morning, Grandpa gave us a job: there
are ripe watermelons in the field, so you two go and pick back the biggest and ripest
one for dinner. My cousin had never picked a watermelon in his life, and neither had
I, so we were both excited and both pretending not to care. We carried a basket and a
small stool, I brought him a straw hat, and we set off while the sun had just come up

and the country road was still cool.

When we walked into the melon field, it was shady under the vines, a completely
different world from the blazing heat outside. Grandpa followed us in and gave us our
orders: walk in the furrows, do not step on the main vines, and if you flip a leaf
over, turn it back, because the melon needs its leaf to shade it. We obeyed and
tiptoed through the gaps between the vines, and first found a cool spot to set down

the basket and the stool, like two hunters making camp in the mountains.

Then we started knocking on melons. My cousin said a dull sound meant a ripe
melon; I said a crisp sound meant a ripe melon. We could not convince each other, so
we asked Grandpa. He held a melon close to his ear and knocked. A dull sound, like
thud, thud, means it is not ready, he explained. A clear, ringing sound, like dong,
dong, with the vibration running through your hand, means it is ripe. We followed his
rule and knocked on more than twenty melons one after another, arguing as we went. My
cousin also found a tiny melon the size of a fist and wanted to pick it, but I
stopped him and said an unripe melon has to stay on the vine and keep growing. Then
we saw a wasp sitting on a melon and chased it away with our hats, and it flew off

angry, and we laughed about that for ten minutes.

In the end we agreed on one melon lying in the middle of the ridge. It was truly
huge, its stripes spread wide and open, and its tendril was dry. The two of us lifted
it, one on each side, and we could not manage even three steps before it slid down.
We lifted again, and it fell again, and our faces turned red, and we looked at each
other and laughed out loud. Finally we dragged it all the way to the edge of the
field, and Grandpa lifted it onto his shoulder. We walked on either side of him, one
of us holding the vine and the other carrying the basket, and the three of us went

home in a single file.

When we got home and Grandma cut the melon open, the flesh was sandy and red and
sweet. Grandpa said: a melon you picked yourselves always tastes one notch sweeter
than other people’s melons. My cousin and I did not believe that, so we each ate
another slice to compare, and it really did seem sweeter. We looked at each other,
laughed, and decided it must be because we were tired, and being tired makes

everything taste better. Grandpa picked out the smallest piece for himself and waved
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his hand, saying he had eaten enough watermelon this summer already, but we both knew

he just wanted to leave more for us.

Before my cousin went home, the two of us made a promise at the edge of the melon
field: next year, when the watermelons ripen, we will come and pick them together
again, and we will have a contest to see whose ear is more accurate, the one who can
pick out a ripe melon just by listening. On the way back that evening, I thought that
of everything in this summer vacation, the happiest single thing was this one trip to
the melon field, with its knocking sounds, its sweat, the big watermelon on Grandpa’ s

shoulder, and the two of us failing to carry the melon and laughing our heads off.
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