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A Place to Stand
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I have a corner office, glass on all sides. I can see the Golden Gate, San
Francisco, the Berkeley hills; half the Western world vacations here and I just
stroll in every day and practice dancing.

RE-ITEHAME, NRHEERE. RIYLINBEIHE, HELME
wRL, XA EHFHANABEXILER, SXRALEBLEXE, 45

tf'}“x”‘f ot ¢ T

-

ERY - WELRALIEENERXMZEAZREFRAR, XEmA
BREREMEXRAAMEHARFTHAELER. RAAEBLEF L -RAXK,
ELHIHEREME, RIFTEHREFERLE, LLERFAHTH, EFK
HAEXRME, FToxELHIFE-X, FH-ABLH., AXHFRT 4K
HEHKTAR LESRBAE, ERARANTHEERTHN, HELTER
HXEOHRERN —IEE, E& “I have a corner office, glass on all
sides. I can see the Golden Gate, San Francisco, the Berkeley hills; half the
Western world vacations here and I just stroll in every day and practice
dancing.” XMEMETHAERN, whiEE, EXRLEH, RNA
FEUR-NMAR, RO ERALINER. AXHA N TR XL
WaEE, RS- SRE, ¥HEHELEE.,



RFCARNR - orlas

o e
B i

If you have ever gone through a toll booth®, you know that your
relationship to the person in the booth is not the most intimate® you'll ever
have. It is one of life’s frequent non-encounters: You hand over some money;
you might get change; you drive off. I have been through every one of the 17
toll booths on the Oakland-San Francisco Bay Bridge on thousands of
occasions, and never had an exchange worth remembering with anybody.

Late one morning in 1984, headed for lunch in San Francisco, I drove
toward one of the booths. I heard loud music. It sounded like a party, or a
Michael Jackson concert. I looked around. No other cars with their windows
open. No sound trucks. I looked at the toll booth. Inside it, the man was
dancing.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“I'm having a party,” he said.

“What about the rest of these people?” I looked over at other booths;
nothing moving there.

“They’re not invited.”

I had a dozen other questions for him, but somebody in a big hurry to get
somewhere started punching his horn behind me and I drove off. But I made a
note to myself: Find this guy again. There’s sométhing in his eye that says
there’s magic in his toll booth.

Months later I did find him again, still with the loud music, still having
a party.

Again I asked, “What are you doing?”

He said, “I remember you from the last time. I'm still dancing. 'm
having the same party.”

I said, “Look. What about the rest of the people?”

He said, “Stop. What do those look like to you?” He pointed down the
row of toll booths.

“They look like tool booths.”

“No imagination!”

I said, “Okay, I give up. What do they look like to you?”
He said, “Vertical® coffins® . ”

“What are you talking about?”



“I can prove it. At 8:30 every morning, live people get in. Then they die
for eight hours. At 4:30, like Lazarus from the dead, they reemerge and go
home. For eight hours, brain is on hold, dead on the job, going through the
motions.”

I was amazed. This guy had developed a philosophy, a mythology® about
his job. I could not help asking the next question: “Why is it different for you?
You're having a good time.”

He looked at me. “I knew you were going to ask that,” he said. “I'm
going to be a dancer someday.” He pointed to the administration building.
“My bosses are in there, and they’re paying for my training.”

Sixteen people dead on the job, and the seventeenth, in precisely the same
situation, figures out a way to live. That man was having a party where you
and I would probably not last three days. The boredom®! He and I did have
lunch later, and he said, “I don’t understand why anybody would think my
job is boring. I have a corner office, glass on all sides. I can see the Golden
Gate, San Francisco, the Berkeley hills; half the Western world vacations here
and I just stroll in every day and practice dancing.”

; @ booth [buB] n. & # ¥
@ intimate ['intimit] adj. ¥4
@ vertical ('vaitikal] adj. & 764
@ coffin ['kofin] n. ##
® mythology [mi'daladsi] n. #¥45
® boredom ['bodsm] n. £ ¥
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Accused of Plagiarism —
My Highest Compliment
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This scenario demonstrates the tremendous importance of giving young
people caring attention and encouraging them to develop and practice such gifts
as they might have.
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It seems to me that all writers, including those who deserve to be
classified as geniuses, need encouragement, particularly in their early years. I
always knew I could write, but that just meant I wrote a little better than the
other kids in my classes. That I might one day write well enough to derive
income from my efforts, oddly® enough, never occurred to me during my
grade school and high school years.

There was a particular teacher at Hyde Park High School in Chicago,
Illinois, who, simply by concentrating her attention on me, made me believe
that I might be able to master the knack® of writing well enough to consider
the craft as a profession. Her name was Marguerite Byrne, and she taught
English, which, of course, involved writing skills. Whatever instruction she
shared with me was exactly the same as all her other students enjoyed, but the
difference was she encouraged me to begin the process of submitting things I
was writing, in that day, chiefly poems.

To my surprise the Chicago Tribune not only thought enough of several
of my verses to publish them, but also paid me — inadvertently — the highest
compliment a fledging® author can receive. The editor wrote a confidential
letter to Miss Byrne, asking her to see, if by chance, one of her students — a
certain Stephen Allen — might be guilty of plagiarism®. The editor’s suspicions
had been roused because, he was kind enough to say, and he found it hard to
believe that a seventeen-year-old could create material on such a professional
level.

When Miss Byrne shared the letter with me, I was ecstatic! It was
wonderfully encouraging. Maybe I really could become a writer, I thought.

Miss Byrne also encouraged me to enter a contest sponsored by the
CIVITAN organization. The assignment was to write an essay titled
“Rediscovering America”. I was literally astonished when I received a letter
saying that I was the winner of the contest. The prize was a check for one-
hundred dollars and an invitation to an all-the-trimmings banquet at a hotel
in downtown Chicago.

My mother, at the time, was not even aware that I was interested in
writing, or if she had somehow found out about it, she took little notice. When
T arrived back home that evening, she didn’t ask how the evening had gone. I
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placed the one-hundred-dollar check on the breakfast table where she would
see it when she awoke in the morning — and went immediately to bed.

This scenario demonstrates the tremendous importance of giving young
people caring attention and encouraging them to develop and practice such
gifts as they might have. Years later, I was able to repay my debt to
Marguerite Byrne by dedicating one of my books, Wry on the Rocks — A
Collection of Poems, to her.

On the other hand, without encouragement talented students may never
be motivated to learn, develop skills, or reach their full potential. For
example, at the same high school, there was a teacher whose Spanish language
classes I attended but from whom I, unfortunately learned very little simply
because of the woman’s cold sarcastically® critical attitude. She seemed to
know nothing about encouraging students, and she was gifted speaking
contemptuously of those of us who weren’t learning fast enough. Her
negativism drove me away. Partly because of this teacher’s negative influence,
I am not fluent in Spanish today.

You see, | had already learned that one can derive instructive benefit
from bad examples — by avoiding that behavior. Alcoholism was a serious
problem in my mother’s family. As a result of having seen enough examples of
alcoholic excess in my childhood, I have never had any interest in drinking.
The same applies to smoking. My poor mother was a two-pack a day victim
of nicotine® addiction, and because of the endless clouds of smoke, the
coughing, the overfilled ashtrays®, and the ugly smell of cigarette smoke in the
house and in my clothing, I have never smoked a cigarette in my life.

Again, young writers need to be encouraged. Because of Miss Byrne’s
influence, I have enjoyed a lifetime writing books, songs, and TV scripts. And
guess what? I haven’t plagiarized a single word of any of it.

, @ oddly ['adli] adv. 44t
{ @ knack [nek] n. &%

! @ fledging ['fledslip] adj. % 4% #
1

. @ plagiarism ['pleidziorizam] n. # &
'i ® sarcastically [sa'keestikli] adv. #43%
i ® nicotine ['nikstin] n. |

! @ ashtray ['mftrei] n. 84
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