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My First Day in the Cornfield: The Snap of Breaking Off

Corn

August 3rd, Monday, Sunny

Before five o’ clock this morning, Grandma was already up. When I got out of bed,

I could hear her moving around in the courtyard: the water bucket knocking once, the
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empty sacks being shaken out with a rustle. Today we were going to the field to pick
corn. Grandma always says that corn must be picked early, because once the sun gets
strong the cobs turn soft and the kernels crack off at a touch. I am in the sixth
grade now, and before this summer vacation started I made up my mind that this time I
would help Grandma for one real day and not complain even once. This morning I kept

that promise.

The cornfield is on the hillside outside the village. The path to it is narrow,
with tall grass brushing against my legs on both sides. Grandma walked in front with
two empty sacks over her shoulder, and I walked behind hugging the big water bottle.
As soon as I stepped into the field, the corn plants towered above my head. The
leaves are long and sharp like upright swords, and their edges carry tiny saw teeth.
The first time a leaf swept across my arm it left a thin white line that stung for a
while. The plants grow so close together that when Grandma moved two rows sideways I
could no longer see her, and all I could hear were her hands working: snap, snap,

snap.

Grandma taught me how to pick: grip the cob in the middle, press it down hard,
then twist, and it comes off with a snap. For the first one I grabbed the cob and
pulled with all my strength, and the whole plant swayed back and forth but the cob
stayed on. For the second one I twisted too gently and only tore off a fistful of
husk leaves. For the third one I put my whole body into it and nearly uprooted the
entire plant. Grandma walked over from two rows away. She did not take the cob out of
my hands. She just wrapped her hand around mine, pressed down with me, and twisted.
Snap. The cob came off clean, and the husk peeled back in a little ring, like a scarf
around its neck. She said one sentence: the strength lives in the wrist, not in the
arm. After that I picked faster and faster, and every snap felt like winning one

small round.

After about one hour the basket was full. My palms were rough from the corn
leaves and the silky corn threads, my fingertips carried several small red cuts from
the husks, my back itched in a place my hand could never reach, and sweat ran down my
chin and dropped into the soil. The sweat got into my eyes and stung so much I could
barely keep them open, and when I squinted at the sun I saw sparks of light
everywhere. I sat down on the ridge between the fields and wanted to rest until I had
rested enough. Grandma was still picking. Her back was bent like a bow drawn full,
but her hands never stopped for a second. Then it suddenly hit me that she has bent
over like this on this hillside year after year, summer after summer, for more

summers than I can count. I stood up. If Grandma can keep picking, so can I.

In the afternoon we filled two more baskets. On the way home the cobs were piled
in the baskets like small mountains, and the loose husk leaves stuck out on every

side like the spines of a hedgehog. Going down the slope my legs felt heavy, one step
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after another, but my heart was light, and the whole way I talked to Grandma about
which row had the biggest corn and which plant still had two cobs left on it. For
dinner we had green pepper with shredded pork, and I ate two bowls of rice, and every
bite tasted wonderful. I think this must be what real hunger after real work tastes
like.

In tonight’s diary I want to write this: on my first day in the cornfield, I
learned to press down and twist with my wrist, and I learned to feel happy at the
sound of a snap. I also learned something that is not in any textbook. Grandma's sore
back did not come from sitting around. It came from bending over in the fields on all
the mornings when the sun had not even risen yet, one year after another, and nobody

ever counted those mornings for her.
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The Art of Filling the Sacks: Grandma Says a Tight Sack
Is a Full Sack

August 5th, Wednesday, Sunny

Today’ s job was to put the picked corn into sacks and carry the sacks to the
roadside, where the tricycle would come to pick them up. I thought this would be the
easy part. The corn was already out of the field, so how hard could putting it into a
bag be? Grandma told me that filling a sack is a real skill with its own learning

curve, and I quickly found out she was not trying to scare me.

The first step is opening the sack. Grandma grabbed the mouth of the sack with
both hands and shook it twice in the air, and the sack popped open like somebody had
woken it from a sleep. I tried the same thing, but my sack stayed shut no matter how
hard I shook it. Finally I leaned down and blew air into the mouth of it. It opened
with a poof, and a cloud of old dust rose straight into my face, and I sneezed ten
times in a row. Grandma laughed and said the dust inside the sacks came from last

year s corn, so the polite thing was to say hello to it first.

The second step is filling. Grandma’s rule: big cobs go in first, laid flat and
neat one by one, and the small cobs and the broken ones and the ones that lost some
kernels fill the gaps afterwards, the way a mason wedges small stones into the cracks
between big rocks. I threw cobs in any which way, big on top of small, and when I
thought it was full, the sack bulged with hard corners and the mouth would not come
together. Grandma emptied out everything I had done and refilled the sack in front of
me, laying each cob down on purpose, turning it, fitting it into place. The same
sack, filled her way, held one third more corn than filled my way. I stood there with
my mouth hanging open. Grandma said: a loose sack is not a full sack; only a tight

sack is a full sack.

The hardest part is tying the mouth. Grandma gathered the two corners of the sack
mouth together, twisted them round and round into a rope, folded the rope back, and
tucked it under the top layer of corn, and one pull closed the sack as if it had
grown shut. I copied her, but my twist kept slipping loose, and then the whole mouth

of my sack burst open and cobs rolled everywhere. A few of them started rolling down
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the slope, and I chased them all over the field, and the ground went thump—thump—
thump like it was hailing corn. My ears went hot with embarrassment. Grandma did not
scold me. She only said: if you cannot do it, tie it ten more times, and on the
eleventh time you will be able to. So on that one stubborn sack I tied and untied,
untied and tied. On the eleventh try, the mouth of the sack bit down and held. 1

stood up and shouted across the field, and my voice carried a long way.

In the end we filled eight sacks. Grandma squatted down, slid her arm under one,
and lifted it onto her shoulder in one smooth motion, like lifting a basket of air. I
wanted to try, so I chose the smallest sack and got it up, and my legs started
shaking before I had even taken a step. I walked bent almost in half, ten steps, and
my shoulder turned red and hot under my shirt. Grandma said a normal sack weighs
eighty jin. Eighty jin, and she carries it from the field to the road, and from the
road back home, and she carries it on days when her own back already hurts, without a

single complaint.

When the tricycle arrived, the driver looked at the eight sacks, then looked at
me, and said: Grandma, even your grandson has come down to the field to help you —
you are a lucky woman. Grandma laughed so hard that the wrinkles at the corners of

her eyes squeezed shut like two little doors closing.

Tonight my shoulders ache so much that holding the pen feels like work by itself,
and Mom found a pain patch and stuck it on for me. I am writing this diary slowly on
purpose, because I want to remember exactly how heavy one sack of corn is. It is not
only a sack of corn. It is all those years Grandma carried it by herself, and never

once asked me to carry it for her.
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Grandma’ s Corn: A Courtyard Full of Spilled Sunlight

August 9th, Sunday, Sunny

All the corn is finally harvested, and now it is drying out in our courtyard.
Grandma spread it across the concrete ground in one big golden layer, and from
morning until evening she walks through it with a wooden shovel, turning the kernels
from underneath up to the top. She says if you do not turn the corn, the layer
underneath stays damp and grows mold, and once the mold starts, a whole pile is
ruined inside two days. The entire courtyard glows gold under the sun, like somebody
spilled a whole field of sunlight onto our ground. Even the chickens walk in, take
two steps, and back out again, as if they somehow know that this pile of gold is not
for them.

Grandma is seventy—two years old this year. Mom took her to live in the city
twice, and both times she could not stand it and came back. She said the apartments
in the city have no field in front of them, and if she has nothing to plant she will
sicken from boredom. During this corn harvest she got up before five every single
morning. My hands got several cuts from the corn leaves and I nearly cried, and she
told me that hands which get cut often grow calluses. While she was saying it, I
stared at her hands. The calluses on her palms lie in layer upon layer, hard and
shiny, her knuckles are thick and swollen, and two of her fingers cannot straighten
out all the way anymore. Those calluses are not decoration. They are the receipts
that fifty summers of hard work left behind.
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In the evening, Grandma boiled a big pot of the thin small cobs that were too
skinny to sell. Clouds of white steam rose out of the pot, and the sweet smell of
boiled corn filled the whole courtyard and drifted all the way over to the neighbor’ s
yard. Grandma fished out the two biggest, plumpest cobs from the pot and put them
straight into my bowl before giving anyone else anything. I broke one off and pushed
it back to her, and she broke it back toward me, saying her teeth are not good
anymore and she cannot chew hard things. I know it is not her teeth. She says that
every single year, and every single year she eats the smallest ones herself. This
time I ate mine very slowly, the way you eat something you do not want to finish. It
was the sweetest corn I have ever tasted. Or maybe it was not the corn that was sweet

— maybe it was the moment when Grandma gave it to me first.

Grandma dried the best of the corn and bagged it up: three big sacks set aside
for my aunt’s family in the city, and the rest kept for the chickens. She said corn
does not keep well, so it is better to share it while it is still fresh. I stood
beside her watching her fill the bags for my aunt, tying each one tight, and suddenly
one thing became clear to me: everything she grows all year long almost entirely goes
to other people — to my aunt, to the neighbors, to us — and the share she keeps for

herself is always the smallest one, and she never once mentions it.

Tonight I made a decision, and I am writing it into this diary so that it counts:
next summer vacation, I will come back to the village one week earlier. By then I
will already know how to fill a sack tight, how to tie its mouth so it never bursts,
and how to break a cob off with one snap of the wrist. In the mornings I can take the
wooden shovel and turn the corn in the courtyard for Grandma, and I can carry the
smaller sacks, so that eighty jin never has to sit on her shoulders alone. Grandma is
seventy—two, and her back is bent like a bow, but her hands still know every single
row in that field. As long as she still wants me in that field with her, and as long
as I am strong enough to carry a sack, I want to help her in that field year after

year after year.
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