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Hands That Snap Corn Ears

The leaves in the cornfield had all curled at the edges, but the stalks still
stood straight, half a head taller than me. Grandpa handed me a glove and said: you
snap today, I bag. I copied him, left hand gripping the ear, right hand closing over
it and pressing down and twisting with a crack, and the ear came off, its hard husk
digging a ache into my palm. The snapped ear was thicker than my wrist, its silk

yellow, strand after strand clinging to the husk.

I snapped faster and faster, and my arms ached more and more. Corn leaves slashed
the back of my neck, stinging. The air in the field was stuffy and dry; one breath
and my throat itched. My snapped ears piled into a little hill, and Grandpa stacked
them into the sack one by one, neatly, like loading bricks. When the sack was half
full, he lifted its mouth and called me to pull the other end, and together we
dragged it to the field ridge, the sack plowing a shallow furrow in the dirt.
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Along the way I snapped a young stalk by accident, its juice seeping out, sticky.
I panicked and looked back at Grandpa. He crouched at the field edge, took a twig,
and pushed the broken stalk back into the soil, saying: plant it deep, give it two
days, it will stand up on its own. I remembered that move, and every stalk I broke

after that I planted back the same way.

Grandpa said let us rest. We sat under the big elm at the head of the field. He
took off his straw hat and laid it over his face, leaned against the trunk, and went
quiet. I heard his snoring rise and fall, mixed with the rustle of leaves brushing
leaves in the field. A cicada on the tree called twice, weakly, then stopped. I
stared at Grandpa’ s hands. The veins on their backs swelled in ridges, the fingers
thick as old cornstalks, the callus at the tiger’ s mouth of his palm yellow and
shiny.

When the rest was done, Grandpa stood and patted the dirt off, and asked if I was
tired. 1 shook my head, though my legs felt soft. In the afternoon we filled the
fourth sack. Grandpa shouldered one and walked toward the road, his back bent like a
drawn bow but his steps steady. I followed hugging two loose ears, the kernels

rattling at the sack’ s mouth.

On the way home, the setting sun lit the cornfield gold-red. I looked back. A
small patch was still unharvested, and when wind blew, the stalks all nodded
together. Grandpa said we would finish tomorrow. I hugged the last ear tight, its
silk brushing my chin, ticklish.
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