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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 1it 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,
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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
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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