& 1R 7G T#

W, B TR A, PN SRR, BRI NI R AT
B, OTRREE 1, BETHR T A Wi, sk, ek, WMkPEges 5es, BUK, 43
KON AT

SRNAEAN R R AE N, TS I 5E . Al S —Jati, BB A BT A
Tk PERIC T A SIm R, Ak ok 1 U, WPBEIKIPEN. ARG, Sk
frR R, HESE WL T, 2hT 1w, AR R T

PONAH Bk BN TT], TIGAEBE E—alk, JRE CEIT, L8Rk, KW T,
R FERBIE & B A e S IESS, AT DB 0) R R, B4 IR A 1/IMZ . Bk,
—HNE, WRJEBE, FSEA, ARSI,

DY AAALE TNHET (A S R e, e G, RS 7o MERSE SR A, B3, 5 3
RIGACERT, ZIETWA/NRIER L. [FI 5K Bl ek 5e, W SE B A IS R/
—Fh, BT

SRS DA 7 AN R Sk )m, R4Sk R RBE, R REE—RD, 1%
Wy P LS TR G sJGIBR, SEIRNEARBREI kK, HIFme F—2 B MkRik, 9958 JL
%, BRI T RASERMR, SR BT —/NMEKEL R 1, B AR
KA.

JARE T T, RENMEBAAN T o R, AZIKF RO, DRSS, 3
FERL TR, WHOCZRSI—T] FRINEH CRIFI R &, RS WA A 245 R ikl , A8
TR R ORI 1 S AT R R X

The Watermelon Stand at the Alley Mouth

When the cicadas grew dense, a truck appeared at the mouth of the alley, its bed
covered with wet gunny sacks, and watermelons pressed underneath. The driver stopped,
lifted a corner of the sack, tapped one melon, listened, nodded, and covered it back
up. My playmates and I circled the wheels counting melons, and halfway through we

were called home for dinner by the grown—ups.

The seller was a lean, sun—-blackened middle—aged man in a washed—-out straw hat.
He propped up a cardboard sign with brush-written characters: local sandy—flesh
melons, no charge if not sweet. As the evening crowds of workers flowed in, his cry
rose: watermelon, sandy—flesh watermelon. The sound stretched long from one end of
the alley to the other. When a window heard it, a screen door banged, and someone

came down waving a palm—leaf fan.
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There was no need to pick. He cut according to the customer. The knife tip
touched the waist of the melon, and the melon split open by itself, red flesh turning
out, juice running along the blade, the sandy grains of pulp shining in the setting
sun. Ripe at its best, he said, and he cut out the very center piece and handed it to
the children gathered around. I took a bite, and the sweetness reached my eyebrows;

the seeds stuck to the corners of my mouth, and I could not bear to spit them out.

Grandma sat on the stone block beside the stand, waving her palm fan to cool
herself and shoo mosquitoes. She haggled with the seller, grinding over one cent at a
time, and in the end she laughed first herself and stuffed two extra small melons
into the string bag. On the way home the fan rested on her lap and swayed, and the
melon in the bag knocked against my calf, once and again, like the heartbeat of the

alley.

The stand stayed at the alley mouth for a whole summer. After the Start of Autumn
the truck came later each day, the melons grew fewer each day, and the cry picked up
a line about clearing stock. On the last day the seller turned the cardboard sign
over and used its back to note the credit accounts, one by one; The few lines written
under Grandma were paid off by my mother. When the truck left, a small patch of water
was left on the ground at the alley mouth, and the sun dried it quickly, as if
nothing had happened.

Later the alley was torn down, and the truck and the cardboard sign were gone.
Watermelon in later summers came out of the refrigerator, cut neat and served on a
plate. Still, I miss the sound of a melon splitting open under one stroke of the
knife, I miss the cry pulled from one end of the alley to the other, and I miss the

wind rocked out of a palm fan, carrying the smell of mosquito coil.
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Dusk at the Watermelon Stand

The sun had dropped behind the buildings, but the heat had not cleared when the
bulb at the watermelon stand lit up first. Two dozen melons were stacked in the truck
bed on an old carpet, and a cardboard sign leaned against the wheel. The seller stood
at the side with one arm on the bed rail and called out, watermelon, sandy flesh. Not

loudly, yet the call pressed a seam through the noise of the whole street.

The first to stop were a few old people waving palm—leaf fans. The fans rested on
their knees, rocking now and then, while their eyes stayed on the melons. One old man
bent down, tapped one, listened sideways, and shook his head: this one is hollow. He
tapped another and nodded: this one is right. The seller laughed with him and praised
the old gentleman for his good hand. The knife touched the waist of the melon and the
melon opened its mouth by itself, red flesh turning out, juice dripping along the
blade onto the carpet. The lamplight fell on that red, the sandy pulp grain by grain,

like tiny beads soaked in sugar water.

The children came following the sweetness. They did not tap melons; they just
circled and watched the cutting, watching the seller hand out the heart piece of the
melon. It went to the smallest one. The bigger children did not sulk; they tilted
their heads to watch the sky, waiting for the next stroke of the knife. The old men
with fans bought half a melon each, put them in string bags, and walked away slowly,
fanning, and one turned back after a few steps to say, save me a small one tomorrow.

Will do, the seller answered readily.

Across the street the fruit shop ran cold air and colored lights, with melon cut

and packed in plastic boxes under price tags. But the people at this stand would not

www. vv99. net



leave. They wanted to hear the melon crack open under one stroke of the knife, and to
choose one they had tapped and listened to themselves. The seller did not mind; his
cry grew slower and slower, and anyway the summer night is long and there are plenty

of melons.

The seller himself did not eat the good parts. He handed out the cut melon first,
and sat on the bed rail gnawing the rind edges, slowly, spitting the seeds back onto
the carpet in a small pile. Once I saw him reach the heart piece, pause, break it in
two, and put one half into his pocket, saying he would bring it to his daughter
tomorrow. The bulb lit his back, and the old man with the fan saw it and said

nothing; the next day he brought an extra flatbread baked at home for him.

Before closing, he turned the last basket over, picked out two that had split,
cut them into pieces, and set them on the bed rail for whoever came near. The bulb
went out, the sign was packed, the truck started, and the cry traveled away with the
vehicle until it became a blurred sound deep in the alley. The old men with fans

still sat where they were, fanning, saying, come back tomorrow.
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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 lit, and his cry rose: watermelon,
sandy—-flesh watermelon. He had shouted this voice for eleven summers, from one end of
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
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went back onto his belly. The summer is still long, and his cry has many more

evenings to go.
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