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The Summer of a Watermelon Seller

0ld Zhou woke at four in the morning. The melons were weighed in the field, and
he hauled them back by tricycle, six loads, covered with gunny sacks against the sun.
By the time he reached the alley mouth the sky was just brightening. He stacked the
melons one by one into the bed, padded the old carpet, and set the cardboard sign
straight. The characters on the sign were written by his wife with a brush: local
sandy—-flesh melons, no charge if not sweet, and the corners had gone soft in the

rain.

The morning sun grew harder day by day. He dozed under the umbrella, that palm-
leaf fan of his resting on his belly, rising and falling as if the fan were waving
itself. Now and then an early shopper stopped, and he opened his eyes, set the fan
down, tapped a melon, listened, and with one stroke of the knife the red flesh shone

out. The buyer nodded, paid, and he handed it over with a see you next time.

Evening was his hour. He pulled the bulb 1it, and his cry rose: watermelon,

sandy—flesh watermelon. He had shouted this voice for eleven summers, from one end of
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the alley to the other, until even the radio at the corner shop knew it by heart: the
moment he started, the radio turned itself down. Regulars did not need to pick; he
cut according to the person. For old people he chose sandy pulp, sweet and soft; for
the young, crisp and sandy; for children he kept the heart of the melon, the sweetest
piece, cut out and handed over while seeds stuck to their mouths, and he watched and

smiled.

One rainy summer the melons would not sell, and 0ld Zhou parked the cart at the
alley mouth for three days, turning every melon end over end each day for fear of the
damp. On the fourth day the sun came out, and he shouted louder than on any day. The
melons that day were sweeter than usual, and the neighbors all said rain—fed melons
hold their sugar. He agreed out loud while keeping another account in his heart:

melons cannot wait, and a seller cannot idle; once the cry stops, a summer is gone.

Before closing, melons that had split could not be kept, so he cut them into
pieces on the bed rail, and whoever passed by took a piece. The old men with fans,
the aunties back from dancing, the children out of school, one piece each, eaten
standing under the light, saying this year the melons are sweet. 0ld Zhou answered

yes, his palm fan waving, shooing mosquitoes and shooing the last heat of the day.

When the truck drove off the street was quiet. He figured out what melons to buy
tomorrow, and figured that in half a month the melons would start to run low. The fan
went back onto his belly. The summer is still long, and his cry has many more

evenings to go.
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