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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
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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
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
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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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