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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
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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, 1
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.

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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