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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,
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small ones on top, and carried it out. My father handed the largest piece to my
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? I
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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That Rehearsal Night, the Poem Grew Its Own Hands

Our homeroom teacher posted in the class group that the parent—-child recitation
list was due. I signed us up, then saw my daughter at the dining table, a composition

sheet spread out before her, the title written, crossed out, written again.

She said: Mom, we are reciting about watermelon, but the cutting part never
sounds like a poem no matter how I read it. I sat down and looked at her lines:
Watermelon round, cut in two with a knife, one half each, sweetness in the heart. She

thought it dry herself, the pen against her chin.

I said, stop writing, go fetch the melon from the fridge. She came back holding
it. I took the knife, and she said to cut exactly where the poem reaches. Watermelon
round, she read, and the knife tip rested on the skin. Cut in two with a knife, and
with a crack the melon opened by itself, louder than her reading. Her eyes lit up:

Mom, it makes its own sound!

So that part became something she made up on the spot: The knife had not yet
pushed, the melon laughed first, its laugh is a crack, its sweetness is the echo. She
read this with her hand still on the melon, as if pressing something that had just

woken up.

We split the roles. She read the child lines, I read the adult lines. Her line,
One bite, and summer melts in the mouth, came out too fast, like hurrying through

homework. I made her bite real melon, slowly, juice dripping to her chin, and when
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she looked up to read it, her voice slowed and softened by itself. My line, I keep
the sweetest piece for you, began too stiff, and she said I sounded like reading a

notice. I started over, lowering my voice the way I say goodnight when I tuck her
blanket, and she nodded.

The dividing part stalled halfway. She suddenly said: Mom, do not use your last
line, use what we said at breakfast. That morning she had taken melon to her
grandfather, and came back telling me his piece was the sweetest, because he had
thought of me first. I added it to the poem: The sweetest piece goes first to whoever
carries someone else in the heart. After that line she added one of her own: For

instance, it goes to mom first. My nose stung, and I made sure she did not see.

On the performance night she wore a white dress, I wore blue. When the announcer
read our title, her violin accompaniment did not sound, the technician had forgotten.
She glanced at me, and we simply recited a cappella. For the crack of the melon she
used her own mouth, the hall laughed, then applauded. Off stage she asked: Was that
line about giving it to mom first true? I said yes. She said good, a poem must not

lie.

On the way home she held my hand, her palm still damp. She said we would write
again, about autumn oranges, the kind you peel slowly. I said all right. The street
lamps stretched our shadows, and she walked murmuring that line: its laugh is a
crack, its sweetness is the echo. The poem had grown hands of its own, and led her

forward.
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The Watermelon Poem from the Yard Next Door

0ld Zhou moved his bamboo cot into the yard and laid the palm fan on his belly.
The June night wind came down from the end of the lane, carrying the scent of soap
pods drying at someone else’ s door. The small yard next door was lit up; that family
was cooling off under the melon trellis, and he could hear them setting out bowls and

chopsticks.

Suddenly a child’ s voice rose from next door, word by word: A green melon lies
on the table, holding a whole summer inside. 0ld Zhou’ s fan stopped. Then a woman’ s
voice, followed by a crisp crack as the melon opened: The knife goes in softly, the
melon opens with a laugh. The child’ s voice broke into a string of laughter,

counting the seeds, losing count somewhere past ten.

0ld Zhou could tell the child was reciting a poem, to the grown-ups and to the
melon. It reminded him of his own family’ s melon field forty years ago. His father
crouched at the head of the field, tapping melons and listening, this one too green,
that one just right. His mother lowered the chosen melon into the well on a rope,
saying they would fish it out at night, chilled. Nobody recited poems in those days,
yet the moment his father lifted the melon from the well, water dripping off it, old
Zhou felt it was better than any poem. So that is what a poem is, he thought. When a

good day lands on a person, the lines come out of the mouth by themselves.

The voices next door went on. The woman said: The big piece goes to grandpa. The
man took up: The small piece to me. The child’ s voice climbed high: The sweetest

piece goes to whoever thinks of someone else. Then the scuffle of choosing pieces,
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bowls bumping basins, basins bumping the table. 0ld Zhou pictured the scene, the
corners of his mouth lifting on their own. He had divided melons this way as a boy
too. His grandmother always claimed she did not care for sweet things, and gave away

the heart of the melon, for forty years.

The child’ s voice suddenly mixed up a line and stalled. Two seconds of quiet,
and the grown—ups did not hurry her. The child picked it up herself: One bite, and
summer is sweet; another bite, and the whole family is sweet. She picked it up fast
and clear, like a melon hauled from the well, landing steady in the basin. 0ld Zhou
applauded. Next door heard him, and the child’ s voice called through the wall:
Grandpa Zhou, you are listening to our poem too! He answered loudly: I heard it, good

poem, better than the opera.

That night old Zhou slept well, dreaming of melon chilled in well water, opened
with one stroke of the knife, coolness rising off the cut. Early the next morning he
had his granddaughter Xiao He carry a melon over to them, one he had grown in his own
yard this year, grown for just this. Xiao He came back reporting: The big sister next
door said thank you Grandpa Zhou, and our next poem will be about you, about a
grandpa who listens to poems. 0ld Zhou walked two slow circles in the yard with his

hands behind his back, said nothing, and waved his fan faster than usual.

After that, on summer nights when the neighbors recited, old Zhou sat on his
bamboo cot and listened, like a favorite radio program. One night the child recited:
Melon in the well, dripping cool; grandpa next door, fanning slow. 0ld Zhou’ s fan
missed a beat. He did not know there was a line about him in that poem; he only felt

that night’ s wind was a little sweeter than before.
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