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The Secret in the Watermelon Field

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

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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