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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,
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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,
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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