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College Freshman English
2018 READING ASSIGNMENT

Examining Memoirs

Dear CFE Students,

Welcome to College Freshman English! You have chosen to challenge yourself in your
senior year of high school by taking a college-level class, a very demanding class that is
meant to prepare you for the English and Humanities courses you will experience at any
one of the country's best universities. The course develops close reading skills,
engages in frequent literary and rhetorical analysis (short stories, essays, novels,
memoirs, dramas, and poetry), fosters fluency through frequent written and oral
assignments, across a variety of modes of expression, including essays, journal
responses, as well as creative, narrative, and expository writing.

You will find this reading assignment enjoyable and worthwhile if you allow ample time
to complete it. We have spent a great deal of time choosing texts that are accessible
and enjoyable to read on your own, but which also provide a strong foundation for the
start of our course. These activities will be a large part of your first quarter grade and
show your commitment to a class of this caliber.

Reading Assighments

1. In preparation for the college essay unit, we are asking all students enrolled in
College Freshman English to read a selection of essays focused on the personal
narrative genre. You are required to read and annotate FOUR of the essays
listed below:

1. “Graduation” by Maya Angelou

2. “Working at Wendy's “ by Joey Franklin

3. “Once More to the Lake” by E. B. White

4. “Inheritance of Tools” by Scott Russell Sanders
5. "Rhode Island” by Jhumpa Lahiri

1. Students are also expected to read the articles “How to Write a Memoir” by
William Zinsser and the “Introduction for Students: Active Reading and the



Writing Process.” Students will be quizzed over these two readings on Monday,
September 17, 2018.

Written Assignment

Respond to four of the five accompanying questions for the essays you have read.
These questions are crafted to allow you to explore how an author creates and crafts a
personal memoir. This reading experience, coupled with your written reflections about
the essays you've read, will help you find a topic for your own personal memoir, an
integral component of crafting a college essay. All responses should be typed,
double-spaced, 12 font, Times New Roman font, stapled together, with a minimum of
350 words per response. Please put the word count on the bottom of each typed
response. [n addition to submitting a hard copy of this written assignment, you must
also upload your responses to www.turnitin.com. The written responses are due on
Monday, September 24, 2018.

Reader-Response Questions

1. “Graduation.” How does Angelou’s graduation day fall short of her
expectations? Describe an event from your own life that you anticipated but that
resulted unexpectedly in disappointment.

2. "Working at Wendy’s.” Which character did you connect with the most in the
story? Attempt to model Franklin's style of writing by describing a job you've held
(the word “job” has a large scope — any role of responsibility will count) using
descriptive details to create a portrait of characters in your response.

3. “Once More to the Lake.” White calls the lake a “holy spot.” What details does
he include that make it holy to him? Write about a place that has a special
meaning for you in a way that lets the reader “be there” with you. Detail the
scene, using Zinsser's advice to “think small.” What are the specific features of
the place: the sights, colors, smells, and sounds? What memories are infused
with the special place you remember?

4. "The Inheritance of Tools.” Scott Russell Sanders says, “By the time [ started
using this hammer...it already contained houses and mysteries to me.” What
does Sanders mean when he says the above quote? Attempt to model
Sanders's style by describing a personal possession that holds a symbolic value
to you. You should tell the story of the possession, considering such moments as



how and when you received the item as well as why the item is significant to you.
Perhaps you can imagine the personification of the item as it relates the
connection to you from its perspective. You may describe the physical
characteristics of the item but also make sure to focus on its symbolic value.

5. “Rhode Island.” Write about a geographic location that you call home. It could
be a region (Long Island or the metropolitan New York area,) county (Suffolk),
town (Hauppauge) or another area that has special meaning for you (a beach,
nature preserve, etc.). Attempt to model Lahiri’s writing style by describing the
place using specific details. What makes this place unique? What does it mean to
come from this place? What are your feelings towards this place?

If you have questions about the assignment, please contact ELA Director, Dr.
Christopher Michael at 761-8323 or michaelc@hauppauge.k12.ny.us.
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How to Write a Memoir

Be fburself, speak freely, and think small
By William Zinsser

One of the saddest sentences I know is “T wish I had asked my mother about that.” Or my father. Or my
grandmother, Or my grandfather, As every parent knows, our children are not as fascinated by our
fascinating lives as we are, Only when they have children of their own—and feel the first twinges of their
own advaneing age—do they suddenly want to know more about their family heritage and all its aceretions
of anecdote and lore. “What exactly were those stories my dad used to tell about coming to America?”
“Where exactly was that farm in the Midwest where my mother grew up?”

Writers are the custodians of memory, and that’s what you must become if you want to leave some kind of
record of your life and of the family you were born into. That record can take many shapes, Ftcanbe a
formal memoir—a careful act of literary constructon. Or it can be an informal family history, written to
tell your children and your grandchildren about the family they were born into. It can be the oral history
that you extract by tape recorder from a parent or a grandparent too old or too sick to do any writing. Or it
can be anything else you want it to be: some hybrid mixture of history and reminiscence, Whatever it is,
it’s an important kind of writing. Too often memories die with their owner, and too often time surprises
s by running ount.

My father, a businessman with no literary pretensions, wrote two family histories in his old age. It was the
perfect task for a man with few gifts for self-amusement. Sitting in his favorite green leather artnchair in
an apartment high above Park Avenue in New York, he wrote a history of his side of the family—the
Zingsers and the Scharmanns—going back to 19th century Germany. Then he wrote a history of the family
shellac business on West 59th Street, William Zinsser & Co., that his grandfather founded in 1849, He
wrote with a pencil on a yellow legal pad, never pausing—then or ever again-—to rewrite. He had no
patience with any enterprise that obliged him to recxamine or slow down. On the golf course, walking
toward his ball, he would assess the situation, pick a club out of the bag, and swing at the ball as he
approached it, hardly breaking stride.

- When my father finished writing his histories he had them typed, mimeographed, and bound in a plastic

cover. He gave a copy, personally inscribed, to each of his three daughters, to their husbands, to me, to my
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#wife, and to his 15 grandehildren, some of whom couldn’t yet read. I like the fact that they all got their own
copy; it recognized each of them as an equal partner in the family saga. How many of those grandchildren
spent any time with the histories I have no idea. But Fll bet some of them did, and I liketo think that
those 15 copies are now squirreled away somewhere in their houses from Maine to California, waiting for
the next gereration.

What my father did strikes me as a model for a family history that doesn’t aspire to be anything more; the
idea of having it published wouldn’t have oceurred to him. There are many good reasons for writing that
have nothing to do with being published. Writing is a powerful search mechanism, and one of its
satisfactions is that it allows you to-come to terms with your life narrative. It also allows you to work
through some of life’s hardest knocks—loss, grief, illness, addicHon, disappointment, failure—and to find
understanding and solace.

My father’s two histories have steadily grown on me. At first I don’t think I was as generous toward them
as I should have been; probably I condescended to the ease with which he brought off 2 process I found so
hard. But over the years I've often found myself dipping into them to remind myself of some long=lost
relative, or to check some longs=lost fact of New York geography, and with every reading I admire the
writing more,

Above all, there’s the matter of voice. Not being a writer, my father never worried about finding his
“style.” He just wrote the way he talked, and now, when I read his sentences, I hear his personality and his
humor, his idioms and his usages, many of them an echo of his college years in the early 1900s. I also hear
his honesty, He wasn’t sentimental about blood ties, and I smile at his terse appraisals of Uncle X, “a
second-rater,” or Cousin Y, who “never amounted to-much.”

When you write your own family history, don’t try to be a “writer.” It now occurs to me that my father,
who didn't try to be a writer, was a more natural writer than I am, with my constant fiddling and fussing.
Be yourself and your readers will follow you anywhere, Tty to commit an act of writing and your readers
will jump overboard to get away. Your product is you. The crucial transaction in memoir and personal
history is the transaction between you and your remembered experiences and emotions.

In my father's family history he didn’t dodge the central irauma of his chil@hood: the abrupt-end of his
parents’ marriage when he and his brother Rudolph were still small boys. Their mother was the daughter
of a self-made German immigrant, H. B. Scharmanmn, who went to California as a teenager in a covered
wagon with the forty-niners and lost both his mother and his sister on the journey. Frida Scharmann
inherited his fierce pride and ambition, and when she married William Zinsser, a promising young man in
her circle of German-American friends, she saw him as the answer to her cultural aspirations, They would
spend their evenings going to concerts and to the opera and holding musical salons, But the promising
husband evidently tumed out to have no such yearnings. Home was for falling asleep in his chair after
dinner,

How Ditterly his lassitude must have dawned on the young Frida Zinsser I can imagine from knowing her
as an older woman, endlessly pushing herself to Carnegie Hall, playing Beethoven and Brahims on the
piano, traveling to Europe and learning foreign languages, prodding my father and miy sisters and meto
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cultural self-improvement. Her drive to fulfill the broken dreams of her marriage never faltered. But she
had the German penchant for telling people off, and she died aJone at 82, having scolded away all her
friends.

1 wrote about her once, many years ago, in a nemoir for a book called Five Boyhoods. Describing the
grandmother I knew as a boy, 1 praised her strength but also noted that she was a difficult presence in our
lives. After the book came out, my mother defended the mother-in-law who had made her own life far
from easy, “Grandma was really quite shy,” she said, “and she wanted to be liked,” Maybe so; the truth is
somewhere between my mother’s version and mine. But she was like that to me. That was my
remembered truth, and that’s how I wrote it.

I mention this because one of the questions often asked by memoir writers is: should X write from the
point of view of the ¢hild I once was, or of the adult I am now? The strongest memoirs, I think, are those
that preserve the unity of a remembered time and place: books like Russell ia_]_cgr_’_s s Growing Up, or V. 8.
Pritchett’s A Cab at the Door, or Jill Ker Conway’s The Road from Coorain, which recall what it was like
to be a child or an adolescent in a world of adults contending with life’s adversities.

But if you prefer the other route—to write about your younger years from the wiser perspective of your
older years—that memoir will have its own integrity. One good example is Poets in Their Youth, in which
Eileen Simpson recalls her life with her first husband, John Berryman, and his famously self-destructive
fellow poets, including Robert Lowell and Delmore Schwartz, whose demons she was too young as a bride
to understand, When she revisited that period as an older woman in her memoir she had become a writer
and a practicing psychotherapist, and she used that clinical knowledge to create an invaluable portrait of a
major school of American poetry at the high tide of its creativity. But these are two different kinds of
writing, Choose one.

My father’s family history told me details about his mother’s marriage that I didn’t have when I wrote my
memoir. Now, knowing the facts, I can understand the disappointments that made her the woman she
became, and if I were to take another shot at the family saga today I world bring to if a lifetime of trying
to fathom its Germanic storms and stresses. (My mother’s family of New England Yankees—Knowitons
and Joyces—managed to get through life without emotional melodrama,) I would also bring to it a lifetime
of regret over the tremendous hole at the center of my father’s story. In his two histories his father gets
scant mention and no forgiveness; all sympathy goes to the aggrieved young divoreée and her lifelong grit,

Yet some of my father’s most attractive qualities—the charm, the humor, the lightness, the bluest of blue
eyes—must have come from the Zinsser side, not from the brooding, brown-eyed Scharmanns. I've always
felt deprived of knowing more about that missing grandfather, Whenever I asked my father about him, he
changed the subject and had no stories to tell. When you write your family history, be a recording angel
and record everything your descendants might want to know.

This brings me to another question that memeoir writers often ask: What about the privacy of the people I
write about? Should I leave out things that might offend or hurt my relatives? What will my sister think?

Don’ worry about that problem in advance, Your first job is to get your story down as you remember
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Yit—now. Don’t look over your shoulder to see what relatives are perched there. Say what you want to say,
freely and houestly, and finish the job. Then take up the privacy issue, If you wrote your family history
only for your family, there’s no legal or ethical need to show it to anyone else, Butif you have in mind a
broader andience— a mailing to friends or a possible book--you may want to show your relatives the
pages in which they are mentioned. That’s a basic courtesy; nobody wants fo be surprised in print. It also
gives them their moment to ask you to take certain passages out—which you may or may not agree to do.

Finally, it's your story. You're the one who has done all the work. If your sister has a problem with your
memoir, she can write her own memoir, and it will be just as valid as yours; nobody has a monopoly on
the shared past, Some of your relatives will wish you hadn’t said some of the things you said, especially if
you reveal various family traits that are less than lovable. But I believe that at some level most families
want to have a record left of their effort to be a family, however flawed that effort was, and they will give
you their blessing and will thank you for taking on the job—if you do it honestly and not for the wrong
Teasons.

What are the wrong reasons? Let me take you back to the memoir-crazed 1990s., Until that decade,
memoir writers drew a veil over their most shameful experiences and thoughts; certain civilities were still
agreed on by society. Then talk shows came into their own and shame went out the window. Suddenly no
remembered episode was too squalid, no family too dysfunetional, to be trotted out for the titillation of
the masses on cable TV and in magazines and books. The result was an avalanche of memoirs that were
little more than therapy, their authors using the form to wallow in self-vevelation and self-pity and to bash
everyone who had ever done them wrong, Writing was out and whining was in.

But nobody remembers those books today—readers won't connect with whining, Don’t use your memoir
to air old grievances and 1o settle old scores; get rid of that anger somewhere else. The memoirs that we
do remember from the 1990s are the ones that were written with love and forgiveness, like Mary Karr's
The Liars’ Club, Frank McCourt’s Angela’s Ashes, Tobias Wolff's This Boy’s Life, and Pete Hamill's 4
Drinking Life, Although the childhooeds they describe were painful, the writers are as hard on their
younger selves as they are on their elders, We are not victims, they want us to know. We come from a tribe
of fallible people and we have survived without resentrnent to get on with our lives. I'or them, writing a
memoir became an act of healing.

Tt can also be an act of healing for you. If you make an honest transaction with your own humanity and
with the humanity of the people wha crossed your life, no matter how much pain they caused you or you
caunsed them, readers will connect with your journey.

Now comes the hard part: how to organize the damn thing, Most people embarking on a meynoir are
paralyzed by the size of the task. What to put in? What to leave out? Where to start? Where to stop? How
to shape the story? The past looms over them in a thousand fragments, defying them to impose on it some
ldnd of order. Because of that anxiety, many memoirs linger for years half written, or never get written at
all.

What ¢can be done?
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You must make a series of reducing decisions, For example: in a family history, one big decision would be
to write about only one branch of the family. Families are complex organisms, especially if you trace them
back several generations. Decide 1o write about your mother’s side of the family or your father's side, but
not both. Return to the other one later and make it a separate project.

Remember that you are the protagonist in your own memoir, the tour guide. You must find a narrative
trajectory for the story you want to tell and never relinquish control. This means leaving out of your
memoir many people who don’t need to be there, Like siblings,

Ome of my students in a memoir class was a worman who wanted to write about the house in Michigan
where she grew up. Her mother had died, the house had been sold, and she and her father and her 10
sisters and brothers were about to meet at the house to dispose of its contents. Writing about that task,
she thought, would help her to understand her childhood in that large Catholic family. T agreed—it was a
perfect framework for a memoir—and I asked her how she was going to proceed.

She said she was going to start by interviewing her father and all her brothers and sisters to find out how
they remembered the house. I asked her if the story she wanted to write was their story. No, she said, it
was her story. In that case, I said, interviewing all those siblings would be an almost complete waste of her
time and energy. Only then did she begin to glimpse the proper shape of her story and to prepare her
mind for confronting the house and its memories, I saved her hundreds of hours of interviewing and
transcribing and trying to fit what she transeribed into her memoir, where it didn’t belong. Remember:
it's your story. You only need to interview family members who have a unique insight into a family
situation, or an anecdote that unlocks a puzzle you were unable to solve.

Here's another story from another class. A young Jewish woman named Helen Blatt was very eager to
write about her father’s experience as a survivor of the Holocaust. He had escaped from his village in
Poland at the age of 14—one of the few Jews to get away—and had made his way to Ialy, to New Orleans
and, finally, to New York, Now he was 80, and his daughter asked him to go back with her to that Polish
village so she could hear about his early life and write his story. But he begged off; he was too frail and the
past was too painful,

So she made the trip on her own in 2004. She took notes and photographs and talked with people in the
village. But she couldn't find enough facts to enable her to do justice to her father's story, and she was
deeply upset about that, Her despair hung over the class.

For a few moments I couldn’t think of anything to tell her, Finally I said, “It’s not your father’s story,”
She gave me alook that I still remermber as it davmed on her what I was saying.

“It’s your story,” I told her. I pointed out that nobody has encugh facts— not even scholars of the
Holocaust—to reconstruct her father’s early life; too much of the Jewish past in Furope has been
obliterated. “If you write about your own search for your father's past,” I said, “you’ll also tell the story of
his life and his heritage.”
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1 saw a heavy weight drop off her shoulders. She smiled a smile that none of us had seen before and said
she would get started on the story right away,

The course ended, and no paper was handed in. I called her and she said she was still writing and needed
more time, Then, one day, a 24-page manuseript arrived in the mail, It was called “Returning Home,” and
it deseribed Helen Blatt’s pilgrimage to Plesna, a small rural town in southeastern Poland that wasn’t even
ont the map. “Sixty-five years later,” she wrote, “I was the first member of the Blatt family the town had
seen since 1939,” Gradually making herself known to the townspeople, she found that many of her father's
relatives—grandparents and uncles and aunts— were still remembered. When one old man said, “You look
Jjust Iike your grandmother Helen,” she felt “an overwhelming sense of safety and peacefulness.”

This is how her story ends:

After I returned home my father and I spent three straight days together. He watched every minute of the
four-hour video I made as if it were a masterpiece. He wanted to hear every detail of my trip: who I met,
where I went, what [ saw, what foods I liked and disliked, and how I was treated. I assured him that I was
welcomed with open arms. Although I still have no photos of my family telling me what their faces looked
like, I now have a mental picture of their character. The fact that I was treated so well by complete
strangers is a reflection of the respect my grandparents earned from the community. I gave my father
boxes of letters and gifts from his old friends: Polish vodka and maps and framed photos and drawings of
Plesna,

As T'told him my stories hie looked like an excited child waiting to open his birthday present, The sadness
in his eyes also disappeared; he looked jubilant and giddy, When he saw his family’s property on my video
I expected to see him ery, and he did, but they were tears of joy, He seemed so proud, and I asked him,
“Daddy, what are you looking at with such pride? Is it your house?" He said, “No, it’s you! You have
become my eyes and ears and legs. Thank you for taking this trip. It makes me feel as if I've gone there
myself.”

My final reducing advice can be summed up in two words: think small. Don’t rummage around in your
past—or your family’s past—to find episodes that you think are “important” enough to be worthy of
including in your memoir. Look for small self-contained incidents that are stil] vivid in your memory. If
you still remember them it’s because they contain a universal troth that your readers will recognize from
their own life,

That turned out to be the main lesson I learned by writing a book in 2004 called Writing About Your Life.
It's a memoir of my own life, but it's also a teaching book—~along the way I explain the reducing and
organizing decisions I made. I never felt that my memoir had to include all the important things that ever
happened to me—a common temptation when old people sit down to summarize their life journey. On the
contrary, many of the chapters in my book are about small episodes that were not objectively “important”
but that were important to me. Because they were important to me they also struck an emotional chord
with readers, touching a universal truth that was important to them.
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filog ’ One chapter is about serving in the army in World War I1. Like most men of my generation, [ recall that
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war as the pivotal experience of my life. But in my memoir I don’t write anything about the war itself, I
justtell one story about one trip I took across North Africa after our troopship landed at Casablanca. My
fellow GIs and I were put on a frain consisting of decrepit wooden boxears called “forty-and-eights,” so
named because they were first used by the French in World War I to transport forty men or eight horses.
The words QUARANTE HOMMES OU HUIT CHEVAUX were still stenciled on themt. For six days I satin
the open door of that boxcar with my feet hanging out over Moroceco, Algeria, and Tunisia. It was the most
uncomiortable ride I ever took—and the best. I couldn’t believe I was in North Africa, I was the sheltered
son of Northeastern WASPs; nobody in my upbringing or my education had ever mentioned the Arabs,
Now, suddenly, [ was in a landscape where everything was new—every sight and sound and smell.

The eight months I spent in that exotic land were the start of a romance that has never cooled. They would
make me a lifelong traveler to Africa and Asia and other remote cultures and would forever change how I
thought about the world. Remember: Your biggest stories will often have less to do with their subject than
with their significance—not what you did in a certain situation, but how that situation affected you and
shaped the person you became,

4As for how to actually organize your memoir, my final advice is, again, think small. Tackle your life in
easily manageable chunks. Don’t visualize the finished product, the grand edifice you have vowed to
consbruct, That will only make you anxious.

Here’s what I suggest,

Go to your desk on Monday morning and write about some event that’s still vivid in your memeory, What
you write doesn't have to be long—three pages, five pages—but it should have a beginning and an end, Put
that episode in a folder and get on with your life. On Tuesday morning, do the same thing. Tuesday’s
episode doesn’t have to be related to Monday’s episode, Take whatever memory comes calling; your
subeonscious mind, having been put to work, will start delivering your past.

Keep this up for two months, or three months, or six months. Don’t be impatient to start writing your
“memoir,” the one you had in mind before you began. Then, one day, take all your entries out of their
folder and spread them on the floor. (The floor is often a writer's best friend,) Read them through and see
what they tell you and what patterns emerge. They will tell you what your memoir is ahout and what it's
not about, They will tell you what's primary and what’s secondary, what's interesting and what’s not,
what’s emotional, what's important, what’s funny, what's unusual, what's worth pursing and expanding,
You'll begin to glimpse your story’s narrative shape and the road you want to take.

Then all you have to do is put the pieces together,

Williaxn Zinsser is the author of 18 books, including On Writing Well,

Comments are closed for this post,
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TS 8:45 P.M., and I am standing in front of the
counter at Wendy's. It smells of French fries and
mop water, In my right hand 1 hold my résumeé.
I don’t know if I need a résumé to apply for the
i Wendy's night shift, but I bring it anyway, It anchors
"= me as I drift toward the sixteen-year-old kid behind
the counter and ask to speak to his manager.

“One mandarin orange salad?” the boy asks.

“Uh, no. Actually, I'd like to speak to the manager.” As the cashier retreats
to the back of the store, I recognize a large kid with curly hair working the
fryer—he used to play football with some of the members of my Boy Scout
troop. He looks up at me, and [ avert my eyes, Part of me wants to turn around
and leave before the manager comes out. A couple in their twenties walks into
the restaurant behind me. I step away fram the counter and pretend to read
the menu, holding my résumé close to my chest. The urge to leave increases.
Just then the manager comes out and asks, “You heve about the night shift”

As I hand the manager my résumé, I realize it is a mistake. He doesn't
want to know my service experience, or my academic references, or my GPA.
Al he wants to know is if I can spell my name correctly.

“Er, the application is over there,” the manager says, handing me back my
résumé and pointing to a file folder mounted on the wall next to the counter. I
take the application to an empty table in the corner of the restaurant and
hunch over it, wishing I had a drink, or a hamburger, or something to put on
the table beside me.

The next day I go for an interview with the hiring manager. [ sit down at a
table in the lobby and answer two questions: “What hours do you want to work?”
and "When can you start?”

When he was sixteen, my brother, Josh, got his first job at McDonald’s. He
lasted two weeks before deciding the greasy uniform and salty mop water
weren't worth $5.25 an hour. His manager used to show off rejected applica-
tions to the other employees in the back of the store. Most were high schoael
dropouts looking for spending money, but a few had college degrees. One appli-
cation was from a doctor who had recently left his practice because he “couldn't
handle the mortality rate.”

I think about that doctor now as I sit in a small back room at Wendy’s. 1
have just watched thirty minutes of training videos about customer service, floor
mopping, heavy lifting, and armed robbery. Chelsea, the training manager,
hands me two neatly folded uniforms and a brand-new hat. Holding the hat in
my hand, T look out into the kitchen at my new coworkers. At the fryer is the
large high school kid I remember from the night before. A skinny brown-haired

Whittenwhen Franklin was an English major at Brigham Young University in Provo, Utak;
published in Twentysomething Essays by Twentysomething Writers (2006).
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Asian-looking boy who must be about nineteen years old is washing dishes.
Two girls are at the Front of the store taking orders, and the manager is on the
phone with an angry customer. “Can I do this?” I ask myself, and put on my hat.

Chelsea is pregnant. During our training session, I guess she is about six
months along, It turns out she is due in three days. “This is my last week on the
day shift,” she says. “After the baby is born, I'll be back on nights.” This is her
first child, she explains, and says she is looking forward to being a mom. She
smiles as she pats her stomach and asks about my son.

“Bighteen months,” 1 tell her, “a real handful” I explain that I want to
work nights so I can take care of my son during the day while my wife finishes
her last semester of college. I ask about the pay, but I already know her answer.
“We start at five-seventy-five,” she says, “but the night guys get six.” I ask her
what she thinks about $7. She says she’ll see what she can do.

Chelsea trains me on Tuesday and goes into labor on Wednesday. I don't
see her again for three weeks.

Kris Livingston's mom ran the register at the Taco Bell on the corner of Lom-
bard Street and Allen Boulevard in a poorer section of Beaverton, Oregon. Her
name was Dawn. She was divorced and had three boys. She shared a three-
bedroom apartment with another single mom and her own five children. They
listened to Snoop Dogg and Ice-T, drank forty-ounce malt liquors, and walked
over two miles round-trip every Saturday to watch the neighborhood boys play
basketball at Schiffler Park.

On welfare-check days, Dawn went grocery shopping and brought home
twelve-packs of Pepsi, stacks of frozen steaks, crinkly bags of potato chips, sev-
cral gallons of 2-percent milk, and bag after bag of Malt-O-Meal cereal. The
week before welfare checks came, they ate eggs and instant ramen—Iots of
rarmen.

Her son Kris was my best friend in sixth grade. We often walked to Taco
Bell together to visit his mother. She usually bought us a taco while we sat in
a booth in the corner of the store and talked about bicycles, girls, and football.
Once, on the way home from visiting his mom, Kris said, “She used to sell
drugs, you know. We had plenty of money, and nobody thought she was a bad
mom then.”

My first night on the job, I work with Dave. He is seventeen years old, five-ten,
and keeps his hair short, like a soldier. He goes to an alternative high school if
he wakes up in time and is looking forward to enlisting in the military when
he turns eighteen. His dad, who recently remarried and moved, told Dave he
would have to find his own place to live. When Dave isn't sleeping on his friends’
couches, he lves in his car, a 1982 Volkswagen Rabbit with a hole in the floor
just beneath the gas pedal,

Dave works with me a few nights a weel and knows the business well,
He's quick with a mop, can make all the sandwiches blindfolded, and has the
entire computer memorized. When he’s not working, he hangs out in the res-
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taurant lobby trying to steal Frosties and old fries when no one is looking. The
manager says she will give him food if he needs it and asks that he not steal
anymore, “Asking gets you nowhere,” he says, and keeps stealing,

Because I live just two blocks from the store, I recognize a disproportionate
number of the late-night drive-through customers, Mostly, I see parents of
the scouts I work with, or other scout leaders, and occasionally a friend from
school. When they pull up to the window and see me in the Wendy’s hat and
headphones, the following conversation ensues:

“Toey, [ didn't know you worked here! How's it going?”

“Good, good. Just flipping burgers.”

“Hey, you've got to do what you've got to do.”

Then I explain the job is temporary, and it's the only job in town that
allows me to work at night so I can watch my son during the day while my wife
finishes school. I tell ther in another month I'll be back in school and working
at a better-paying, less humiliating campus job.

One evening a fellow scout leader comes through, and after an exchange
similar to the one described above, he says, “Hey, more power to ya. I know
a lot of people who think they're above that.” He thanks me as I hand him his
triple cheeseburger, and he drives around the corner and out of sight.

At 250 pounds, Danny really fills out his uniform. He played varsity football for
the local high school, has earned his Eagle Scout award, and knows his way
around a car engine. On several occasions he has changed spark plugs, jumped
batteries, and even replaced brakes on the cars of fellow employees, usually
tight in the store parking lot.

Wendy's is the first job Danny has ever had, With six months’ experience,
he is the senior employee and is being considered for 2 management position.
He brings in about $1,000 a month, much of which he gives to his grand-
mother. At closing, he always saves the good salads for me and talks the man-
ager into letting me go home early. He likes listening to Metallica, working en
his Trans Am, and talking with Tonya, 2 high school junior who also works at
the store.

While I'm washing my hands in the bathroom at work, a well-groomed twenty-
something man standing at the sink next to me starts a conversation. “Do you
like working the night shift?” he asks.

“I¢’s not bad,” 1 say, shaking my wet hands over the sink.

“How long have you worked here?”

“Two weeks.”

“Have you ever thought about college?” he asks. I want to tell him I'm in
the top 5 percent of students at my college, that 1 am two semesters away from
graduating, and that I'm on my way to grad school to get a Ph.D. in English lit-
erature. Instead, I shrug and tell him the same line [ tell everyone: “Oh yeah,
I'm just working here until my wife finishes.” He doesn’t believe me. To him,
1 look like another wasted life, another victim. He thinks I got my girlfriend
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pregnant, that I never graduated from high schocl, that I can’t do any better
than flip burgers at two in the morning, e feels sorry for my kids.

“] only applied here because I knew I would get hired,” says Sara the first night
I work with her. She is a nineteen-year-old single mother with a sixteen-month-
old boy. She is very tall and wears her long brown hair in a ponytail pulled
through the hole in the back of her Wendy’s hat. I ask her why she needed a job
so bad.

“I had to get one,” she tells me, “My parole officer said it was the only way
to stay out of jail.” [ start at this and then ask, “Why were you in jail?”

“Drugs,” she says, and pauses, testing me. “I was wearing my boyfriend’s
jacket, and the cops found a heroin pipe in the poclet.” I ask how long she was
in jail. “One year,” she tells me. “I just got out a month ago.”

When I was in ifth grade, my dad got a job delivering pizza. As an eleven-year-
old, pivoting on that blurry edge between boyhood and adolescence, I found
myself bragging to my friends about the prospect of free pizza and then wish-
ing I hadn't told them anything about my father’s job. He worked a few nights
a week, and when he came home, his uniformy smelled like steaming card-
board and burnt cheese, but he always brought home pizza.

Oren is nineteen years old and works at Wendy's to pay for a cell-phone bill
and to get out of the house. His parents are devout Mormons and think he is a
disgrace to thejr entive family, He wants to sell marijuana because he believes
he can do nothing else. “I don't do anything well,” he tells me one night while
washing dishes. “I don’t know what 1 want to do with my life.” He asks Sara to
find some pot for him to sell.

Oren's mother is Japanese, born and raised, and speaks to her children in
her native tongue. That means Oren speaks Japanese and has family connec-
tions in Japan.

Oren also owns an AK-47 and likes to go up into the canyons and shoot
jackrabbits, He showed me a picture once of a rabbit carcass out in the desert,
its innards all blown out and dangling for the camera,

Tonight, while warking the grill, Danny tells me he has never been on a date.
“Girls don’t like me," he says as he flips a row of sizzling, square quarter-pound
patties. I can tell he believes it. Danny, by his own admission, is the kind of
guy whom girls like for support. He is a gentleman, he asks thoughtful ques-
tions, and he’s always willing to talk. He thinks his weight and his scruff turn
girls off. e tells me he is going to ask Tonya to a movie this weekend but isn't
sure she’ll say yes, Later, Tonya comes into the store, and Danny disappears with
her for a few minutes out in the lobby. He comes back with a large smile on his
face and says, “I've got a date this weekend, can you work for me?”

I dom’t like when Dave works the Front line with me. [ can't make sandwiches
very [ast yet, and he gets tired of waiting. More than once he pushes me aside
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to finish an order. If he sees me hesitate on a step, he barks at me, “Red, green,
red, green! Ketchup, pickle, tomato, lettuce! Come on, Joe, it's not that hard.”

Later, while I'm mopping the floor at closing, Dave comes by and takes the
mop from my hand. “Like this,” he says, scrubbing the tile vigorously. He
thrusts the mop back in my hands and walks away, rolling his eyes.

Chelsea is back at work tonight for the frst time since having her baby. She
appears fairly happy, and I am surprised at how well adjusted she seems to
being a working mom. The phone rings several times, and Chelsea takes the
calls in her office. She tells me her hushand has lots of questions about putting
the baby to bed, After the lobby closes, Chelsea disappears into the bathroom
for nearly half an hour. This happens every time I work with her, I wonder if
she is sick, Then I notice the breast pump in a case on her desk. Another
employee tells me Chelsea has been expressing milk in one of the bathroom
stalls on her breaks.

Danny and Tonya have been dating for two weeks. He shows up for his shift an
hour early to see her before she gets off. They sit in the lobby holding hands
and talking for almost the entire hour. When they're not in the store together,
she sends text messages to his phone, which I catch him reading while he
stands at the grill,

Tonight Danny approaches me while I'm opening boxes of French fries.
He wants advice on how to ask Tonya to her junior prom. “1 want to do some-
thing romantic,” he says. I suggest Shakespeare’s eighteenth sonnet. He has
never heard of it. “‘Shall [ compare thee to a summer’s day . . .'” I recite, “Shell
love it.” I print off the sonnet at home and bring it to work for him the next day.
He writes it in a card and delivers it with flowers. Two weeks later, in a rented
tux at Tonya's junior prom, Danny gets his first kiss.

I call my dad tonight. He asks about school, about my son, and about work,
I tell him about Wendy's.

“What? Who?” he says.

“Me. I got a job at Wendy's." Long pause. “I needed a job I could do at
night.” More silence. “It’s not so bad.” Still silence. “I work from nine .. to
one a.M. a few nights a week.”

Just when I think the line must be disconnected, Dad clears his throat
and asks, “What happened to your computer job?”

“The guy ran out of work for me.”

“Oh.” More silence. | imagine he looks around the room to make sure no
one is listening before he says, “Wendy’s? When did that happen?” I want to
tell him that it didn’t happen, that it wasn't an accident, but T am stuck won-
dering how to male him understand, and at the same time wondering why 1
should have to explain anything at all. I wonder what his reaction would be if
I had chosen to get more student loans instead of the part-time job. [ choose to
say nothing. Then I offer him my employee discount on [ries next time he is in
town. He says he'll take me up on it.
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When [ come into the store tonight, Dave is talking loudly to some employees
gathered in the lobby. I ask what all the laughing is about. They tell me that
last night Dave and Oren siphoned all the gas out of Dave’s stepmother’s four-
wheeler, and then they urinated on her car handles.

Everyone dreads working with Chelsea. When she is not in her office counting
the till or on the phone with her husband, she sits on the front counter and
complains about her mother-in-law. She does very little to help prep the store
for closing, and we rarely get out before two A.m.

Tonight she tells me about her mother-in-law's most recent visit. “I cleaned
the house for hours before she came,” Chelsea says, nursing a Diet Coke.
“And the first thing she says when she gets there is how disgusting the place
looks. She won't even eat my cooking.” According to Chelsea, her mother-in-law
has hated her ever since she got engaged. She wouldn't even visit except that
Chelsea has a baby now, and the mother-in-law feels obligated. Chelsea’s mother-
in-law is disappointed that she is still working. “A mother’s place is in the
home,” she says to Chelsea. “Your kids will be ruined.”

Tonight Waymon Hamilton comes through the drive-up window with his fam-
ily. Waymon lives around the corner from me, and his two sons are in my scout
troop, but they spend most of their free time traveling around the state playing
premier Little League baseball, They order a few value meals, some drinks,
and they ask how I'm doing. There is no hint of concern or condolence in their
voices, and I appreciate it.

! hand them their food and watch them drive away, Most people know
Waymon the way I know him, as a dedicated father who works hard at a thanl-
less job to provide for his family. His unassuming nature and warm smile are
what 1 see when I think about him. Few people know him as the fleet-footed
running back who helped Brigham Young University win Holiday Bowls in
1981 and 1983. Few people know he holds several BYU scoring records, includ-
ing second place for touchdowns in a season, third in career touchdowns, and
fifch for botl season and career points scored. I didn'’t even know he played
college football until someone mentioned it at a scout meeting. I once worked
all day with Waymon, putting in a new driveway for a neighbor, and he never
mentioned his football days once. He told me about his boys, about teaching
public schoal in California, and about pouring lots of concrete.

After the store closes, [ come home, take off my uniform, and climb into
bed with my wife. She rolls over, tells me she loves me, and murmurs some-
thing about the smell of French fries. I kiss her on the cheek and close my eyes.
It is winter, but the house is warm. My son is asleep in the next room, There is
food in the fridge, and I have a job that pays an honest wage. In the morning 1
will make breakfast and send my wife off to school. And then, after the dishes
are done, if the weather permits, my son and I will take a walk to the park.
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