The Taste
of Melon

BORDEN DEAL

Appreciating
. the Story
We are all familiar with the forbidden fruit of
the Garden of Eden. This story deals with 2 mod-
ern-day forbidden fruit, “the greatest watermelon
ever seen” by a typical sixteen-year-old. . Why,
even his own father had said, “No melon tastes
as sweet as a stolen one.” Yet this watermelon
leads to an experience that this teen-ager will.
never forget. .
The watermelon is a vine. One seed melon is
grown to provide the seeds for each year’s plant-
ing..A seed melon is the unifying symbol for this
story.

«..And Keep
in Mind
THE story is narrated by a sixteen-year-old boy.
While he thinks of action and while he is com-
mitting the act, he lets us share his thoughts. As
you read, try to understand him and the code of
behavior by which he lives. By centering on the
narrator, the author deliberately draws our atten-
tion from the person against whom the act is
committed. The victim’s code of conduct is quite
different from that of the teen-age narrator. As a
teen-ager, you may find yourself identifying with
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146 ’ SeArING IDEALS

watermelons to terrapins and a certain quantity to boys. It
wasn’t considered stealing to sneak into a man’s melon patch
and judiciously borrow a sample of his raising. You might
get a load of salt in the seat of your pants if you were seen,
but that was part of the game. You'd be looked down on only
if you got malicious and stamped a lot of melons into the
ground while you were about it. But Mr. Wills didn’t think
that way.

That summer I was sixteen Mr. Wills raised the greatest

watermelon ever seen in the country. It grew in the very.._

middle of his patch, three times s big as any melon anybody
had ever seen. Men came from miles around to look at it. Mr.
Wills wouldn’t let them go into the melon patch. They had
to stand around the edge. - . :

. Just like all other daredevil boys in that country, I guess,
Freddy Gray and J. D. and I had talked idly about stealing
that giant watermelon. But we all knew that it was just talk.
Not only were we afraid of Mr. Wills and his rages but we
knew that Mr. Wills sat in the hayloft window of his barn
every night with his shotgun, guarding the melon. It was his
seed melon. He meant to plant next year’s crop out of that
great one and maybe raise a whole field of them. Mr. Wills
was In a frenzy of fear that somebody would steal it. Why, he
would rather you stole Willadean than his melon. At least,

- he didn’t guard Willadean with his shotgun.

Every night I could sit on our front porch and see Mr. Wills
sitting up there in the window of his hayloft, looking fiercely
out over his melon patch. I'd sit there by the hour and watch
him, the shotgun cradled in his arm, and feel the tremors of
fear and excitement chasing up and down my spine.

“Look at him,” my father would say. “Scared to death
somebody will steal his seed melon. Wouldn’t anybody steal
a man’s seed melon.” :

“He ought to be in the house taking care of that wife of

!

R
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his,” my mother would say tartly. “She’s been poorly all year.”
You hardly ever saw Mrs. Wills. She was a wraith of a

woman, pale as a butter bean. Sometimes she would sit for an’

hour or two on their porch in the cool of the day. They didn’t
visit back and forth with anybody though.

“There’s Willadean,” my father would say mildly.

My mother would make a funny kind of sound that meant
disgust. “He cares more about that seed melon than he does

.his wife,” she’d say. “I wish somebody would steal it. Maybe

.mr@le...u»

. “Helen,” my father would say, chiding, “you shouldn’t even

think of such a thing.” :

About the time the great %ﬁmﬂn&o& was due to come ripe,
there was a night of a full moon. J. D. and Freddy Gray and
I-had decided we'd go swimming in the creek, so I left the
house when the moon rose and went to meet them. The mopn
floated up into the m@w making everything almost. as bright
as day, but at the same time softer and gentler than éver day-
light could be. It was the kind of night when you feel as
though you can do anything in the world, even boldly askirg
Willadean Wills for a date. On a night like that, you‘couldn’t
help but feel that she’d gladly accept. ’

“Boy, what a moon!” J. D. said when I met them.

“Wouldn’t you like to take old Willadean out on a night
like this?” Freddy Gray said. : _

We scoffed at him, but secretly’in our hearts we knew how
he felt. We were getting old eneugh to think that that sort of

-thing might be a lot more fun than going swimming in the
- moonlight.-

As I said before, Iwas a part of the bunch. J. D .and Freddy
Gray were my good E@umm. But because I was still new,
there were certain things and certain feelings where 1 was
left out. This was one of them; they were afraid, because I
was more of a stranger to Willadean, that she might like the

I
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150 , SHAPING IDEALS

the bank. We pushed through the willows on the other side
and looked toward the barn. We could see Mr. Wills very

plainly. The gun was cradled in his arms, glinting from the
moonlight. ‘

“You'll never make it,” J. D. said in a quiet, fateful voice.
“He'll see you before youTe six steps away from the creek.”

“You don’t think I mean to walk, do you?” I said. -

I pushed myself out away from them, on my belly in the
grass that grew up around the watermelon hills. T was abso-

lutely flat, closer to the earth than I thought it was possible. _

to get. I looked back once, to see their white faces watching
me out of the willows. , ‘

I went on, stopping once in a while to look cautiously up
toward the barn. He was still there, still quiet. I met a ter-
rapin taking a bite out of a small melon. Terrapins love water-
melon, better than boys do. I touched him on the shell and
whispered, “Hello, brother,” but he didn’t acknowledge my
greeting. He just drew into his shell. I went on, wishing I was

equipped like a terrapin for the job, outside as well as inside.

It seemed to take forever to reach the great melon in the
middle of the field. With every move, I expected Mr. Wills
to see me. Fortunately the grass was high enough to cover
me. At last the melon Ioomed up before me, deep green in
the moonlight, and I gasped at the size of it. I'd never seen it
so close. . .

I lay still for 2 moment, panting. I didn’t have the faintest
idea how to get it out of the field. Even if I'd stood up, I
couldn’t have lifted it by myself. A melon is the slipperiest,
most cumbersome object in the world. And this was the
largest I'd ever seen. It was not a long melon, but a fat round
one. Besides, I didn’t dare stand up.

For five minutes I didn’t move. I lay there, my nostrils
breathing up the smell of the earth and the musty smell of
the watermelon vines, and I wondered why I was out here in

%

RS,
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the middle of all that moonlight on such a venture. There was
more to it than just bravado. I was proving something to
myself—and to Mr. Wills and Willadean.

I thought of a tempting way out then. I would carve my
name into the deep greenness of the melon. Mr. Wills would
see it the next morning when he inspected the melon, and he
would know that I could have stolen it if 'd wanted to. But
no—crawling to the melon wasn’t the same thing as actually
taking it. , .

I reached oxie hand around the melon and found the stem.

- I broke the tough stem off close against the smooth round-

ness, and I was committed. I looked toward the barn again.
All quiet. I saw Mr. Wills stretch and yawn, and his teeth
glistened; the moon was that bright and I was that close.

I struggled around behind the melon and shoved at it. It
rolled over sluggishly, and I pushed it again. It was hard

. work, pushing it down the trough my body had made through

the grass. Dust rose up around me, and I wanted to sneeze.
My spine was crawling with ﬁro expectation of a shot. Surely
he’d see that the melon was gone out of its accustomed space.
It took about a hundred years to push that melon out of the
field. I say that advisedly, because I felt that much older
when I finally reached the edge. With the last of my strength
I shoved it into the willows and collapsed. I was still lying in
the edge of the field. . .
“Come on,” Freddy Gray said, his voice pleading. He’s—
I couldn’t move: I turned my head. He was standing up to
stretch and yawn to his content, and then he sat down again.
By then I was rested enough to move again. I snaked into muo

* willows, and they grabbed me.

“You did it!” they said. “By golly, you did it!”

There was no time to bask in their admiration and respect.
“Let’s get it on out of here,” I said. “We’re not safe yet.”

We struggled the melon across the creek and up the bank.
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the melon should have been. I saw him hesitate, looking
around, then he bent, and I knew he was looking at the de-
pression in the earth where the melon had lain. He straight-
ened, a great strangled cry tearing out of his throat. Tt chilled
me deep down and all the way through, like the cry of a wild
animal. . 4 :

My father jerked himself out of the chair, startled by the

sound. He turned in time to see Mr. Wills lift the shotgun .

over his head and hwl it from him, his voice crying out

again in a terrible, surging yell of pain and anger. . e—__

“Lord, what's the matter?” my father said.

Mr. Wills was tearing up and down the melon patch, and I
was puzzled by his actions. Then I saw; he was destroying
every melon in the patch. He was breaking thém open with
his feet, silent now, concentrating on his frantie destruction.

I was horrified by the awful sight, and my stomach moved.

sickly. :

My father stood for a moment, watching him, then he
jumped off the porch and ran toward Mr. Wills. T followed
him. I saw Mrs. Wills and Willadean huddled together in the
kitchen doorway. My father ran into the melon patch and
caught Mr. Wills by the arm. Co .

“What’s come over you?” he said. “What's the matter, manp”

Mr. Wills struck his grip away. “They've stolen my seed -
melon,” he yelled. “They took it right out from under me.”

My father grabbed him with both arms. He was a brave
man, for he was smaller than Mr. Wills, and Mr. Wills Iooked
insane with anger, his teeth gripped over his lower lip, his
eyes gleaming m_shocmq. Mr. Wills -shoved my father away,
striking at him with his fist. My father went down into the
dirt. Mr. Wills didn’t seem to notice. He went back to his
task of destruction, raging up and down the field, stamping
melons large and small.

My father got up and began to chase him. But he mpmbﬁ
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have a chance. Every time he got close, Mr. Wills would
sweep his great arm and knock him away again. At last Mr.
Wills stopped of his own accord. He was standing on the
place where the great melon had grown. His chest was
heaving with great sobs of breath.- He gazed about him at -
the destruction he had wrought, but I don’t think that he saw
it .
“They stole my seed melon,” he said. His voice was quieter

" now thanT had ever heard it. I had not believed such quiet-

s

- ‘ness was in him. “They got it away, and now it’s gone.”

I saw that tears stood on his cheeks, and I couldn’t look at
him any:-more. I'd never seen a grown man cry, crying in

such strength. -

“I had two plans for that melon,” he told my father. “Mrs.
Wills has been poorly all the spring, and she dearly loves the
taste of melon for eating, and my melon for. planting. She
would eat the meat, and the next spring I would plant the
seeds for the greatest melon crop in the world. Every day she
would ask me if the great seed melon was ready yet.”

I looked toward the house. I saw the two women, the
mother and the daughter, standing there. I couldn’t bear any
more. I fled out of the field toward the sanctuary of my
house. I ran past my mother, standing on the porch, and went
into my room. : v

I didn’t sleep that night. I heard my father come in, heard
the low-voiced conversation with my mother, heard them go
to bed. I lay wide-eyed and watched the moon through the
window as it slid slowly down the sky and at last brought a
welcome darkness into the world. .

I don’t know all the things I thought that night. Mostly it
was about the terrible thing I had committed so lightly, out
of pride and-out of being sixteen years old and out of wanting
to challenge the older man, the man with the beautiful
daughter. o v
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Willadean was standing in the doorway, watching. I couldn’t
take my eyes away from Mr. Wills’s face.

“Did you steal itP” he said.

“Yes, sir,” I said. .

mm.mm<mbomm to the edge of the porch. The shotgun was
standing near the door, and T expected him to reach for it.
Instead he came toward me, a great powerful man, and
leaned down to me. . v
- “Why did you steal it?” he said. :

“I don’t know,” I said. ) ——

MUEH? you know it was my seed melon?”

Yes, sir,” I said. “I knew it.” )

He straightened up again and his eyes were beginning to
mﬂwmg. I wanted to run, but I couldn’t move.

gm my sick wife hungered for the taste of that melon,”
he said. .Zoﬁ for herself, like I thought. But to invite the
whole b.oumrvo@oom in for a slice of it. She knew I wouldn’t
@N@vabw of anything like that myself. She hungered for
that.” : ‘ :

I ?Em my head. “I'm sorry,” I said.

He Mﬁome.m still then, watching me. “So you brought me
the seeds,” he said softly. “That’s not much, boy.”

I lifted my head. “It was all I could think to do,” T said.

* “The melon is gone. But the seeds are next year. That’s why I

brought them to you.”
“But you ruined this year,” he said.
“Yes, sir,” I said. “I ruined this year.” .
I couldn’t look at him any more. I looked at Willadean

- standing behind him. Her eyes were a puzzle, watching me,

mum_ VH couldn’t tell what she was thinking or feeling.

“I'm about as ashamed of myself last night as v\oﬁ are of
yourself,” Mr. Wills said. He frowned at me with his heavy
brows. “You ruined the half of it, and I ruined the other
We're both to blame, boy. Both to blame.” . :

* Sam, I do wish T had me a boy
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It seemed there ought to be something more for me to say.
I searched for it in my mind and discovered only the thought
that I'had found this moming in the gray light of dawning.
“The seeds are next year,” I said. I looked at him humbly.
“I'll help you plant them, Mr. Wills. I'll work very hard.”
Mr. Wills looked at my father for the first time. There was
a small hard smile on his face, and his eyes .didn’t look as
fierce as they had before.
- “A man with a big farm an/ mine needs a son,” he said.
“But Willadean here was all the Wmom Lord saw fit to give me.
ike that.”

He came close to me then, put his hand -on my shoulder.

. “We can’t do anything about this year,” he said. “But we'll

grow next year, won't we? We'll grow it together.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. . :

I looked past him at Willadean, and her eyes were smiling
too. I felt my heart give a great thump in my chest.

“And you don’t have to offer the biggest melon in the
world to get folks to come visiting,” I blurted. “Why, Tl set
on the porch with Willadean any time.” .

* Mr. Wills and my father burst out laughing. Willadean was

blushing red in the face. But somehow she didn’t look mad.
Flustered, I began to beat a retreat toward the gate. Then I
stopped,-looking back at Mr. Wills. I couldn’t leave yet.

“Can I ask you one thing, Mr. Wills?” I said.

He stopped laughing, and there was no fierceness in his
voice. “Anything you want to, boy,” he said.

“Well; I just wanted to know,” I said. “Was there double-
ought buckshot in that gun?”

He reached around and picked up the gun. He unbreeched
it and took out a shell. He broke the shell in his strong fingers
and poured the white salt out into his palm.

“You see?” he said. .
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