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The Melon Stand at the East Gate

01d Zhou’ s watermelon stand sat at the east gate of the market, one tricycle with
an old quilt padded in the bed of the cart, the melons lying on the quilt. Every
afternoon at four he took a small knife and chose melons by the color of their rind:
dull skin with the stripes stretched open meant ripe, shiny skin with the stripes
packed tight meant still green. He gave one a pat, tilted his ear to it, and only

weighed out the ones that answered with a hollow thud.

Lin Xiaoman, a schoolchild who passed on her way home, was a regular. She never

bought a whole melon, only cut pieces, five cents each. 0ld Zhou cut with ceremony:
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first he pared off a ring of white rind, then sliced along the stripes into
crescents, black seeds set in neat rows across the red flesh. Handing the piece over

he always said the same line, smell it first; if it is underripe I take it back.

Lin Xiaoman took the melon and smelled before looking. A clean cold sweetness
rose off the flesh with a hint of grass. One bite, and the sandy flesh broke apart on
her tongue, sweet with a thread of cool in it, juice escaping at the corner of her
mouth onto the cuff of her school uniform. She walked home chewing, and by the mouth

of the lane all she held was a rind gone white.

Lin Xiaoman once learned a trick or two from Old Zhou. He had her hug a melon up
and taught her to read the yellow patch on its belly, the deep yellow meaning long
days of sun in the field; then to turn it over and look at the navel, a small closed
navel ringed by smooth skin meaning a thin rind. She picked one by the book and
patted it, and it sounded like a little drum. Old Zhou said, this one will do, cut it
open. One stroke of the knife and the melon split itself, the red flesh stretched
tight, sweetness surging out, and everyone watching nodded. That time 0ld Zhou took

no money and said only, tuition.

One summer the stand was late. It finally came on the fourth evening, but 0ld
Zhou unloaded only a few small melons. He squatted by the cart, and his hand trembled
a little as he picked them out for people. The grown—ups said in low voices that the
melon field had flooded, most of the melons rotted in the water, and these few had

been rescued from the high ground.

That day at closing time 0ld Zhou cut the last melon into eight pieces and set
them on the edge of the cart, offering a piece to anyone who passed. Lin Xiaoman took
one too. That melon was not very sweet, its flesh a little mealy. 0ld Zhou bit one
himself, smacked his lips and said, passable, mostly water. He still pushed the

biggest piece into Lin Xiaoman s hands.

After school started, Lin Xiaoman wrote a composition about autumn fruit and
filled it with apples and tangerines. But when summer came she still got out of class
at four ten and detoured to the east gate of the market. 0ld Zhou' s stand was still
there, the quilt one shade older, and he still chose melons by looking at the rind
first, then patting, then listening.

Lin Xiaoman held up a piece and smelled it, the clean cold sweetness rising to
her face. She bit in, and the juice dropped onto her cuff again. Next summer, she

thought, there should be melons here again.
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