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The Watermelon Poem We Recite Together

The first watermelon of the year was carried in by my father, field mud still on

its stem, its dark green stripes shining under the porch light.

My mother brought out the knife and paused at the edge of the melon, then turned
to me: Let us recite a poem before we cut it. You start. I cleared my throat and
spoke the first stanza I had made up on the way home: A green melon lies on the

table, holding a whole summer inside. My father put down the fan and listened.

The knife tip touched the skin, and with a crisp crack the melon opened along the
cut, juice splashing onto the wrist of my mother. She did not wipe it off and recited
as she cut: The knife goes in softly, the melon opens with a laugh, red flesh

shining, black seeds sleeping. I counted the seeds and laughed.

When the melon was cut, my mother arranged the pieces on a plate, big ones below,

small ones on top, and carried it out. My father handed the largest piece to my
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grandfather in the chair, and my grandfather pushed it back into my hand. My mother
recited the third stanza: The big piece goes to grandpa, the small piece to me, the
sweetest piece goes to whoever thinks of someone else. When my turn came, I raised my

voice: One bite, and summer is sweet; another bite, and the whole family is sweet.

While dividing the melon, my mother set a fun rule: whoever recites one line of
the poem may pick a piece first. My father tried to pass with Red flesh, green skin,
tasty after cutting, but my mother said that was not a line, so he thought hard and
came up with The seeds are little black dots, drawing summer onto the plate. That

line was good, and he got to pick the piece with the fewest seeds.

My grandfather could not help joining in, reciting in his village accent, the
lines all broken up, and nobody laughed at him. The cicadas outside took over from
us, crying one after another, keeping time with our poem. The rinds on the plate grew

smaller and smaller, juice ran to the corners of my mouth, and I licked it away.

When the reciting ended, my mother asked me: What should the last line be? 1
thought for a moment and said: The watermelon is finished, the poem is not, we go on
tomorrow. Everyone laughed, and my grandfather said that line was the best, he would

remember it. My mother really wrote that line into a small notebook, with the date.

Later the notebook stood on the bookshelf, and every time I turn to it, I can
smell that summer evening, the sound of the melon opening, the juice on the wrist of
my mother, the mixed—in lines in the accent of my grandfather. A poem of our family
does not need to be written well. As long as everyone sits around the plate of melon,

the lines will come by themselves.
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