
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Watermelon Girl

Chapter 1

by

Praedatorius


The last time Mike had visited Martin’s farm, there had been watermelon slices. He and his sisters sat on the porch and watched pink clouds zoom overhead through the cobalt sky. The sun set behind the house, turning the forested hills golden yellow. They ate and ate until the entire melon was gone, spit the seeds into the flowerbed, and threw the rinds into the pigsty.

This time, Mike stood on the ruined porched and knocked on the ramshackle door. There was no answer. He tried to open it, but the door was locked. Looking through the window, he saw little behind the dusty curtains, except for several crates stacked against the walls. He stepped back, taking care not to step into one of the holes in the porch. He knocked on the door again.

“Martin? It’s Mike! Remember me?”

His voice echoed off the nearby hills. There was a car near the barn, covered by a tarp. The mailbox overflowed with bills. The pigsty was empty. So was the chicken coop, the pasture, and the hayloft. The fields that bristled with cornstalks when Mike was a kid were overgrown with thistles and grass.  The bustling barnyard was as silent as a graveyard. All that remained was a small watermelon patch at the foot of the porch, right where the flowerbed used to be.

He pulled out his phone. “Hey Martin, it’s Mikey. Listen, I don’t know if you got the first message, but I’m still outside your house, trying to get in. The front door is locked, but just give me a call to let me know where you are, and let me know when you’ll be coming back, okay? Thanks, bye!”

Mike sat down. The peeling boards creaked as he sat on the weathered lawn chair. He looked out over the rolling hills. Even after twenty years, there wasn’t a single highway, strip mall, or truck stop in sight.

“It’s a good place to get some privacy,” Mike admitted. “But what kind of scientific breakthrough can you make out here?”

Suddenly, Mike heard the clattering of metal. He jumped up and walked to the side of the porch. He heard the sound again, this time coming from the old barn, and he saw a middle-aged man yawning and stretching his arms.

“Martin!”

The man jumped. “Who’s there? Who said that?”

“It’s me, Mikey!”

“Mikey who?”

Mike’s face fell.

“Nah, I’m just kidding.” He jogged up to the porch. “Well, I’ll be damned. Look at you!” He hugged Mike and clapped him on the back. “Look at you! Jesus, look how tall you are!”

“It’s been a while,” Mike grinned.

“I’ll say!” Martin laughed. “Man, the last time I saw you, you were barely up to my waist,” he said. “Mikey...it’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you! Where have you been this whole time?”

“How’s your mother? Does she still talk about me?”

“Nothing nice,” Mike joked.

Martin’s face grew grave for a moment. “You didn’t tell her that you were going to see me, did you?”

Martin shook his head. “I told her that I was doing an internship with ChemStall. She doesn’t expect me back until the next semester.”

“ChemStall? Ugh!” Martin shuddered. “You couldn’t have picked a better company than ChemStall? Why would you intern with them? They’re a bunch of profiteering corporate cash junkies.”

“Martin, it’s just the cover story. I’m working with you, remember?”

“I know, but...you forget that I actually worked a year for ChemStall. Just hearing the name makes me sick,” he shuddered. “Enough about them, let’s have a drink.” Martin grabbed the doorknob.

“The door’s locked.”

“What?”

“I tried to get in a bunch of times.”

“It’s not locked,” Martin snorted. “The door frame is just out of whack. I’d fix it, but it saves me the trouble of having to lock the door. Also, I have no money.”

“What?”

“All you have to do...is...” Martin grabbed the door with both hands and wrenched at it several times before the door finally opened. “There! See, no thief is going to get past that. Come in!”

The musty scent hit Martin like a freight train. There was a thick layer of dust on the unopened crates in the living room. The furniture was threadbare. From the look of the floor, it seemed like not only had no one vacuumed in a long time. Trails of dirt led from the doorway to the dining room, and in some places, the carpet wore down all the way to the wood beneath.

“Sorry I didn’t get a chance to clean up,” Martin yawned. “I’ve been working hard on something big—really big. That’s why I called you. I need your help.”

“Thanks, Martin. It’s good to finally see you again.”

“Same here, my boy.”

“But the one thing I don’t understand is how you found my phone number.”

“It’s funny you should ask that,” Martin explained. “There was a time when I could do this sort of thing by myself, but now I realize that if I do everything myself, I’ll be the only one who knows the secret. I’ll make the breakthrough, sure, but what happens if one day there’s a chemical explosion and I suffocate? What if a piece of the barn roof cracks and I get pinned beneath one of the beams? What if I get murdered?”

“Murdered?” Mike frowned. “Is someone trying to murder you?”

“No,” Martin admitted. “But you never can tell, can you? The point is that my work would die with me. I want you to be the one to carry on my work, Mikey,” he said, putting a hand on Mike’s shoulder. “I can’t think of anyone I trust better to my work going than you.”

Mike was quiet for a moment.

“Well, doesn’t that sound great?”

“Yes,” Mike said, wiping a tear from his eye. “I’m honored, Martin, but...but I don’t even have a master’s degree—“

“Ha! Degrees? Degrees are no substitute for brilliance. A piece of paper framed on your wall doesn’t prove that you’re a scientist. Research, critical thinking, and experimentation make a true man of science. You have talent, Mike. I’ve seen it in you ever since you were a little boy. You could spend the next ten years working on a doctorate. You’ll earn that PhD, but after that, then what? Working in a pharmaceutical plant for the rest of your life, making money for stockholders, creating medicine that gets marked up a thousand percent: is that the kind of life you want? What about working in a food factory, of all places, trying to get just the tiniest bit more sweetness into a bottle of diet cola. No!” Martin roared. “Not on my watch, young man. I’ve got something bigger in mind for you.”

“Thank you!” Mike wrapped his arms around Martin, Squeezing him tight and lifting him off the ground. “You don’t know how long I’ve dreamed about this!”

“Alright, alright, big guy. Put me down. Let’s celebrate with a drink instead, eh?”

Mike put Martin down and wiped his eyes again. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just wasn’t sure that this would ever happen. Ever since you left—“

“Forget about that,” Martin laughed. “Sit down, I’ve still got a bottle of scotch in the kitchen.” He hurried into the kitchen and started rummaging through the junk on the counters. “This might take a while. I know I put the bottle somewhere. Just stay put, okay?”

Mike said nothing. He just wiped another tear from his eye and sat with his hands in his lap. Martin kept rummaging through the kitchen, reassuring Mike that he would be out soon. Mike wasn’t concerned about the liquor, however. He was much more concerned about the dining room table, which sagged under the weight of Martin’s mail.
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