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1. The Trouble with Teen-Agers

New Words and Expressions

1. mall  moil n.

2. literally  8it7 7li ad.
3. muffle 8 1l v.

4. brag braeg v.

5. swagger 'swaego V.
6. flippant  8fli 7nt a.



7. commentary 8 0 Tnt7ri n.
8. perfunctory o 8 apkt7ri a.
9. attendant  o'tend7nt  a.

10. zigzag 'zigzeeqg a.

11. ritual 8ty 71 a.

12. crisscross 8kriskrOs v.

eople say teen-agers are no good. They make too much

noise in shopping malls they drive recklessly up and down

America’ s main streets they carry chips on their shoul-

ders' as big as the Sears Tower’. And at least some of the
time those things are true. But we shouldn’ t forget that there are
hard moments in the life of a teen-ager too.

I watched such a moment not long ago at a woman’ s funeral. I
didn’ t expect the event to affect me. Through much of the ceremo-
ny in fact I remained unmoved. One daughter sang her mother’ s
favorite song another read from The Prophet® 6 The son read from
the Bible. A priest spoke.

Then her teen-age grandson with golden blond hair and
flushed cheeks stepped forward. With his very first deep breath
every heart in that church was achingly reminded of something we
had all forgotten. Softly he began

[ want to share a few values that Nana taught me. She never
failed to see light* in any situation. When our family dog would lit-
erally attack her what would Nana say * Oh what beautiful mark-
ings that dog has.’ That was Nana.

“ She was a strong woman who often lived in the shadow of my
grandpa who was a successful businessman in this city. But she was
the one behind the scenes who provided the strength and support for
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Grandpa' s career " he said with a voice now trembling.” That was
Nana' s way.”

Through a muffled sob he continued.“ Whenever she did any-
thing worth recognition you’ d have to hear about it from a differ-
ent source because she was never one to brag.”

Finally in a voice breaking free of sorrow he looked up and
said “ Nana taught me courage. She put up an incredible fight to
the end when she died peacefully which is how she lived her life.
That was Nana' s way and I hope I can carry on in the same man-
ner.”

There are no hearts as delicate as those of teen-agers because
everything is happening to them for the first time. And despite their
swaggering charm and flippant commentary teen-agers are scared
about what to think to say to feel.

The perfunctory obligations of death and funerals spare adults
because we' ve learned to be controlled. We' ve accepted the safety
provided by surrendering to a greater power. We' ve learned over
the years how to appear to be fine.

The trouble with teen-agers is they haven’ t learned to be con-
trolled. Living life right down the middle with all its attendant
land mines is all they know. It hasn’ t yet occurred to them to run
a zigzag pattern.

When that boy rose to speak about the woman who surely had
been his truest ally and dearest friend his honest voice dragged each
of us out into the open where we could no longer hide in the calm
ritual. He exposed us to the truth about this very real woman who
believed in a boy who probably tried the patience of many adults. He
reminded us that his grandmother was more than another dot on the

chart of life and death.



All over again we felt those powerful losses crisscrossing our
own hearts and we knew that when you say good-bye to a beloved
grandparent you say good-by to something happy something
young in yourself. And that something never really returns and the
pain never really goes away.

The trouble with teen-agers is that they keep us from forgetting

about ourselves and how we once were.

Notes

1. to carry chips on one’ s shoulder

2. the Sears Tower
. The Prophet
. to see light
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2. Friends of the Road

New Words and Expressions
teamwork  8tZmwok  n.
walrus 8 alr’s  a.
benignly biSnainli ad.
clutch kil | vt.

heave  hiv  vt.

rotund 7 8 1nd a.

bagel ~ 8bei 71 n.

gutter 81o n.

Haitian "hei6 7n a.

10. invariably in8 eari7bli a.
11. rapport ra8 o n.

Nl e R e Y e S

12. impediment im8 edim7nt n.
13. cozy 8 Tuzi a.

y wife and I used to feel that it was virtually impossible to

be a true friend to someone whose name we didn’ t know.

How wrong we were Years of Sunday-morning bus trips

through the city with the same group of° Nameless” peo-
ple have radically changed our thinking.



On our way to church we gather at the bus station in the early
hours in rain snow and in steamy midsummer. In these circum-
stances teamwork is far more important than knowing names.

Someone makes sure that our regular driver is on duty and
checks that he has punched up the right destination on the front of
the bus. His walrus mustache' snowy at the edges stands out in
rich contrast to his well-worn face. He smiles benignly at each pas-
senger expecting him or her to put the correct change in the box
and to obey the written and unwritten rules that govern each trip.

There’ s definitely no smoking on his bus no littering no
rudeness and few strident bells to signal stops. He makes it his
business to learn the stop of every regular passenger.

Before we take off we all participate in a mental roll call?
Where’ s the silent woman who sits up front and never responds to
our cheery greetings Here she comes. Her worn clothing suggests
she doesn’ t have much money to spare but she always clutches an
extra cup of coffee for the driver.

Where' s the factory security guard who comes off a long night
shift and somehow makes us feel protected There he is slumping
in his seat with his eyes closed until the precise moment that the
driver approaches his corner. Then reluctantly his eyes open and
he heaves himself to the front door of the bus.

There s the rotund fellow who comes into town buys his Sun-
day newspaper joins us for a bagel in the coffee shop and rides
back to his stop with his paper clutched under his arm. One morn-
ing as he moved forward to board he collapsed on the sidewalk.
We all leaped to his aid. Anonymous arms cradled his head® until an
ambulance arrived. A prayerful silence reigned as we pulled away.
Then someone spotted his newspaper in the gutter and the driver
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stopped while we slipped the paper into the ambulance beside its
passenger. The bus was very late that morning.

The next Sunday the man was back with a fresh newspaper and
an unmistakably grateful smile.

We also get smiles from a Mexican couple as they board the bus
hand in hand. When they alight they’ re still holding hands. The
woman was pregnant late last year and one day her change of shape
confirmed that she’ d delivered the child. We even felt a little pride
at the thought of our extended family.

A group of Haitians make a tricky connection with us 15 blocks
from the station. Their cross-town bus invariably arrives at the
changeover point later than we do. But our Haitian friends have
such a sense of fun — even early on Sunday morning — that we hate
to leave the meeting point without them. When they’ re all aboard
we chuckle and nod. Who needs words — or names — when you
can speak from the heart

For many months our only sadness lay in our inability to es-
tablish the same rapport with the silent woman at the front of the
bus. Then one evening we went to a fish restaurant located on our
bus route. We were shown to a table alongside someone sitting
alone huddled in an overcoat that we recognized before we saw the
owner s face. It was the woman from the bus.

We greeted her with the friendly familiarity we’ d shown all
year but this time — like ice floes unlocking in April — her face
softened into a gleam of recognition then a shy smile. When she
spoke the words escaped awkwardly from lips stiffened by a speech
impediment. All at once we realized why she hadn’ t spoken to us
before. Talking was hard for her.

Over dinner we learned the story of a single mother with a dis-
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abled son who was receiving special care away from home. She
missed him desperately she explained.

“ I'love him and he loves me even though he doesn’ t express
it very well 7 she murmured haltingly.® Lots of us have that prob-
lem don’ t we We don’ t say what we want to say what we
should be saying. And that’ s not good enough.”

On Sunday she rode the bus all morning — same seat same
route in and out — simply for the companionship of the driver
whose name she didn’ t know but who appreciated the hot drinks
she unfailingly provided.

The bus ride was the best thing she did all week she said. An
occasional visit to the fish restaurant was a close second.” And this
time I’ m sharing it with {-f-f-friends " she added.

The candles flared on our tables which were close enough to be
one. Our fish had never tasted better. The night lengthened and

grew cozy and when we parted as friends — we shared names.

Notes
1. walrus mustache
2. a mental roll call

3. Anonymous arms cradled his head



