
Would-be Corn Cop

By Hattie Smith

In my sixteenth year, my parents demanded that I become gainfully employed. I hated

this demand, the only of theirs that I can remember having any real problem with. I explained to

my parents that I was doing well in school and that I did not really need a job in the first place. It

was beneath me to work. Where I developed the attitude of a regency socialite is beyond me, but

I already decided that my time would be better spent luxuriating. So really, the whole “job” thing

was unnecessary.

“Everyone works,” my father said. “Even you.”

“But I’m doing well in school,” I argued. “My friends don’t work.” Mostly true. A few of

my friends babysat semi-frequently. My high school boyfriend wrangled carts at the local

supermarket, but I did not offer this information.

“Your friends are missing out on important life experiences.”

“I don’t want important life experience.” But the argument was over as soon as it started.

Life experience I would have, like it or not.

Begrudgingly, I applied at a seasonal establishment that titled itself a “Family

Farmstead.” I applied because of the word “seasonal” in the job title. Eventually, I thought

brightly; this would be over.

During orientation, my manager led a group of us around the Family Farmstead property.

She had a head of bottle-blonde hair, a huge mouthful of sparkling white teeth, and was always

saying the stupidest things I had ever heard.



“We have a great community here at the Farmstead!” she announced, and I desperately

fought against the sudden urge to roll my eyes. Just what I was looking for in a minimum wage

job! Community.

“This is a family business, and we consider you guys part of the Farmstead Family!” she

continued, whipping her blond ponytail this way and that. Now I resisted the urge to vomit.

There is nothing more repellent than a manager announcing they consider you family, as it is

almost always followed by a request to do something you would never do for your stupid family.

I love my sister dearly, but if she asked me to do her dishes for thirteen cents a minute, I would

smack her across the mouth.

Though the place was called a Family Farmstead, I always thought farmstead was a

funny choice of words. One might imagine a quaint farmhouse, a red barn, a field of happy

animals. From my perspective, the Farmstead was a splotchy patch of trampled grass and corn

located off the highway. It was almost like going to the circus, except without all the things that

make the circus any good. There was no ferris wheel, no circus animals, no toothless adult men

visibly day drunk. There was, however, a corn maze, several industrial storage containers

retrofitted to serve as food stands, and a few rinky-dink activities where children could both

urinate and vomit, in seemingly equal and unending measure. On the slow-moving hayride, a

guest could first take in the regal views of the trash-strewn I-85, then gaze upon a ragged corn

maze in the shape of Jimmy Fallon’s head, before reaching the scenic six-lane road that marked

the other end of the property.

Perhaps you are wondering about Jimmy Fallon’s head. In most election years, the corn

maze would be shaped into a portrait of the presidential candidates’ faces. As a child, I ran

pell-mell through an oversized portrait of Barack Obama and Mitt Romney. I remember being



excited about the idea of shaping the corn maze, but the only proof the maze was shaped like

anything were a few posters hung around the property. Suspicious by nature, even at twelve, I

felt unsure that these hacks had really even completed the maze at all. How would we know?

Why even have it shaped like anything if nobody could see it? My sister and I wandered blindly

through the maze, running into dead ends and doubling back, picking up loose ears of corn from

the ground and throwing them at each other. This didn’t feel like Barack Obama’s head at all. I

thought the whole experience would be more presidential than it was. Mostly it just felt like

wandering through corn.

In 2016, they decided to go in a different direction. Jimmy Fallon was chosen, I assume,

for his universal blandness. One may consider torching a field of dried corn shaped like Hillary

Clinton or Donald Trump. It is less compelling to commit arson over a milquetoast late-night

host.

When I submitted my application, I was hoping to be hired (or perhaps sworn in?) as a

Corn Cop. Corn Cops were the working-age children who prowled Jimmy Fallon’s smiling head

and maintained order over the unwashed throngs of Farmstead goers. There was an appeal to me

in the title. I imagined beating unruly guests with a corn-cob-shaped nightstick. Or perhaps I

would fire dried corn kernels with a modified airsoft gun. As long as I could abuse my power, I

would be pleased. Next year, I thought, I’m going for Corn Sheriff.

To my dismay, I was quickly dismissed from the Corn Cop running and thrown into food

service with other teenagers decidedly not fit for the role. In a flash, my dreams of protecting and

serving the vegetal Fallon were dashed. Instead, I was assigned to work at a cookie stand.

“Hey, at least it’s something, right?” my mother replied when I told her of my crushed

dreams. Of course, she was just a civilian and could not possibly understand my devastation at



being rejected from the position. To be a Corn Cop and protect my Corn Community? Well, there

could be no greater honor. Only we, the Farmstead Family, could understand both the gravity of

the role and how thoroughly shunned I had been. I gave up on the conversation, retreating

moodily into my room to daydream about walking the beat and catching Corn Criminals.

Since I could not crack it in law enforcement, it seemed I would have to be of service in a

more literal sense. My manager handed out blue T-shirts and hoodies (the price of which, she

announced cheerfully, would be subtracted from our first paycheck). The lettering across the

back spelled out, “Food Service.”

The vinyl sign affixed to the front of the modified storage trailer read “The Cookie

Creamery.” Within the trailer stood a humming refrigerator, a large, greasy piece of

unidentifiable machinery, and an industrial box oven. I learned I was meant to load heaps of

pre-made cookie dough into the top of the hulking machine. From there, it could be turned on to

produce perfectly uniform rows of cookie dough.

I loaded container after container of dough into the metal basin, watching old scraps of

sunbaked dough remnants flake off into the fresh stuff. By the end of the day, I wasn’t sure how

much of the so-called “fresh” cookies were just the lukewarm scraps left in the basin from

earlier. The truth is most fast food is served this way, but we usually can ignore it. If you have

ever entered a sub-shop and noticed the thick vat labeled enticingly, “tuna,” you know whatever

that bucket contains is so far removed from anything resembling fish that it can hardly be

recognized. At that point, the wet slurry smeared upon sandwich bread has less in common with

the majestic tuna than it does with spackle or wallpaper paste. Anyway, I digress.

Once baked, we sold cookies by the bucketful. A plastic tub full of cookies went for

twelve dollars, a price many customers found to be unacceptable.



“Twelve dollars?” a middle-aged man balked at me when I told him the total. His

uncomfortable-looking wife and grubby child stood by. In my experience, the wife is a good

indicator of how bad an interaction is about to be. If she looks apologetic before anything has

even happened, it’s best to just brace yourself.

“Yes,” I confirmed.

“Well,” he looked down at my shirt, scanning my nametag, “Harriet. That seems like a

lot, doesn’t it?”

White-hot rage pricked at me. I hated it when people read my nametag. Most times, when

you meet somebody, names and information are exchanged equivalently. In customer service, the

other party knows more about you than you ever find out about them. Now this slack-jawed

dullard of a customer knows what I look like, my first name, and where I work. If they’re going

to read my nametag, I should be allowed to examine their most recent utility bill.

What I wanted to say was, “You’re the one buying cookies by the bucketful from a

teenager working in a trailer parked by the highway. Is the price the only problem you have with

this scenario?”

What I said instead was, “Sorry, it’s twelve dollars.” He handed over his card. I glanced

at his name while hitting the button for the bucket of cookies. Gosh, David McNeely, I thought to

myself as I ran the twelve-dollar charge; that seems like a lot, doesn’t it?

I hated this job. I hated the customers. I hated the smell of the sticky cookie dough, too

hot in the heat of the day and congealing into a hardened mess as the night fell. I also hated the

person I was when working, or more accurately, the person everyone saw me as. I liked to think

of myself as something of an academic, or at the very least, smarter than my peers. It did not

matter so much that I was actually smarter (I was not), but that everyone thought so. Selling



cookies out of a trailer while wearing a shirt with Jimmy Fallon’s smarmy face on it was not

exactly bolstering my delicate self image. I was better than this, wasn’t I? Apparently not.

I spent long hours staring from the counter of my trailer out into the edge of the maze,

picturing the whole place from above. I had seen the pictures of the maze, like everyone else. But

I still hung on to the suspicion that plagued me at 12. If I had a bird’s eye view, would it really

look like Jimmy Fallon? In the quiet moments, my conspiracy haunted me.

At the end of my first shift, shivering in my neon blue corn-maze sweatshirt, I was

ordered to clean the cookie machine.

“Sinks are over there,” my manager pointed vaguely toward the other side of the property

before rapidly disappearing, her ponytail bouncing jauntily behind her. Perhaps she needed to

relay the same message to the boys selling corn dogs by the bucket a few trailers over.

The cookie machine was a huge metal beast, disassembled with several large, twisting

gears. After an inordinate amount of struggle, I finally was able to wrench the basin free from the

mechanical base. The metal cookie dough receptacle was freezing cold in the October night and

sticky with sugary residue. It must have weighed about 40 pounds in all, its strange bulky shape

adding an additional challenge. I imagined bashing my head against the thing. “Grubby

cookie-seller found dead wearing a bloodied Jimmy Fallon sweatshirt,” the police report would

read, “We can only assume she was an exceedingly simple girl, based on her dress and

circumstance.”

After some struggling with different carrying positions, I finally found a way to grip the

machinery while maintaining a walk. The journey from my cookie trailer to the washing station

was not a particularly long one, but as I grappled and struggled with my metal tub, it could have

been miles. My fingers had long since gone numb, clawing uselessly at the greasy metal.



Several times the basin slipped from my hands and into the trampled grass. While pulling

it up from the earth, I couldn’t help but feel watched. Not by any manager or coworker, all busy

with their own closing duties, but by Jimmy Fallon’s ghostly corn face. His smiling mug,

plastered across posters and sweatshirts all around me, reminded me of the eyes of T.J.

Eckleburg from The Great Gatsby, uncaring, unblinking, but unable to look away.

What kind of life experience is this, Jim? I thought to myself, now covered in a film of

sticky cookie dough residue.

It’s hard to see the picture that a corn maze makes from the ground. When you are amidst

the endless rows of corn, it’s difficult to imagine that there is even a larger image at all. From

your perspective, the corn looks like a diverging pathway. From above, the same pathway is in

fact, the carved-out mouth of a gigantic talk show host. You know from the map that was handed

to you by a Corn Cop, that you are surrounded by the humongous maw of Jimmy Fallon, or at

least, you think you are. There is no way to verify this from the ground.

The washing station was an elevated platform with a large basin sink stretching the length

of the catwalk. I hauled my tub up the short flight of stairs, standing side-by-side with other

miserable teenagers, all of us freezing, trying to scrub clean large pieces of industrial machinery.

“This sucks,” a boy next to me announced to nobody in particular. I wanted to ask if he

too had hoped to become a Corn Cop, but I didn’t say anything. I just finished washing my metal

tub.

A glance over my shoulder on the way back down the stairs provided a rare look into

Jimmy’s face. From my new perspective, I could see the bottom of his suit and a good portion of

his head. So it really was shaped like him. From here, covered in slime and cold water, his

expression looked almost approving.



Two weeks later, I would be fired from the Farmstead through an email I received in

chemistry class. I was involved in a school play at the time, and my schedule was too restrictive

to keep me around. I was also no good at my job, which admittedly could have been part of it. I

thought for the afternoon that I was off the hook. No more job necessary, and even better,

through no fault of my own. When I broke the news to my folks, they informed me that was not

the case at all. I had a new job slinging popcorn at the dollar theater a month later.

Though I only worked there for a short time, in the months that followed, I started to

notice things I hadn’t before. After working a crappy job, you develop a sixth sense for who

hasn’t. These lay abouts think they are being very discrete, explaining that their lack of job stems

not from laziness but because they’ve decided to focus their talents academically. When you go

out to dinner with them, they bark at the waitress, complain loudly about the price of the meal,

and read the worker’s name tags. This behavior isn’t necessarily out of malice—only ignorance.

Before you understand what it’s like to be on the other side of the counter, it’s hard to imagine

the uniformed employee has a life outside of Applebee’s. But of course, they do. And some of

them could have even been Corn Cops.


