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 I 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 from the counter and pretend to read the menu, holding my ré-
sumé close to my chest. The urge to leave increases. Just then the man-
ager comes out and asks, “You here about the night shift?”

As T 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. All 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
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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 ham-
burger, or something to put on the table beside me.

The next day I go for an interview with the hiring manager. I sit
down at a table in the lobby and answer two questions: “What hours

»
do you want to work?” and “When can you start?

'hen he was sixteen, my brother, Josh, got his first job at McDon-
W ald’s. He lasted two weeks before deciding the greasy uniform
and salty mop water weren’t worth $3.25 an hour. His manager used
to show off rejected applications to the other employees in the back of
the store. Most were high school dropouts looking for spending
money, but a few had college degrees. One application 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. I 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

’ g

and-a-brand-new-hat.-Holding-the hat-in-my-hand, Ilook-out.intothe .

kitchen at my new coworkers. At the fryer is the large high school kid
I remember from the night before. A skinny brown-haired 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.

! Rhelsea 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 2 mom. She smiles as she pats her stomach

and asks about my son.
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“Eighteen months,” T 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.

g‘f?’ ris Livingston’s mom ran the register at the Taco Bell on the corner
& 2of Lombard 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 bas-
ketball 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;-several-gallons-of 2-percentmilk and bag after bag of
Malt-O-Meal cereal. The week before welfare checks came, they ate
eggs and instant ramen—1Iots of ramen. e

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: bi-
cycles, gitls, 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.”

Ly first night on the job, I work with Dave. He is seventeen years
L LISE 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 re-
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cently 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 lives
in his car, a 1982 Volkswagen Rabbit with 2 hole in the floor just be-
neath the gas pedal.

Dave works with me a few nights a week 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 restaurant 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.

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

“Toey, I didn’t know you worked here! How’s it going?”
“Good,-good.Just flipping burgers.”
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changed spark plugs, jumped batteries, and even replaced brakes on
the cars of fellow employees, usually right in the store parking lot.

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

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

“It’s not bad,” I 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
P'm in the top 5 percent of students at my college, that I am two semes-
ters away from graduating, and that I'm on my way to grad school to
get.a Ph.D. in English literature, Instead, Ishrug-and-tell-him-the same

“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 them 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 ex-
change 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.

%} 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

line I tell everyone: “Oh yeah, I'm just working here until my wife fin-
ishes.” He doesn’t believe me. To him, I look like another wasted life,
another victim. He thinks I got my girlfriend pregnant, that I never

. graduated from high school, that I can’t do any better than flip burg-

ers at two in the morning. He feels sorry for my kids.

“‘1

i only applied here because I knew I would get hired,” says Sara the
g Hirst 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.
“T had to get one,” she tells me. “My parole officer said it was the

only way to stay out of jail.” I start at this and then ask, “Why were you
in jail?”
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“Drugs,” she says, and pauses, testing me. “I was wearing my
boyfriend’s jacket, and the cops found a heroin pipe in the pocket.” I
ask how long she was in jail. “One year,” she tells me. “I just got out a

month ago.”

@g hen I was in fifth grade, my dad got a job delivering pizza. As an
i ¥ 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 wishing I hadn’t told them anything
about my father’s job. He worked a few nights a week, and when he
came home, his uniform smelled like steaming cardboard and burnt

cheese, but he always brought home pizza.

ren 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 their entire 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 I 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 chil-

WORKING AT WENDY'S 283

pears 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?”

gdon’t like when Dave works the front line with me. I can’t make
sandwiches very fast yet, and he gets tired of waiting. More than
once he pushes me aside 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.

| “helsea is back at work tonight for the first 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 husband has lots of
questions about putting the baby to bed. After the lobby closes, Chelsea

dren in her native tongue. That means Oren speaks Japanese and has
family connections 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.

kgfionight, while working 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 siz-
zling, 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 questions, and he’s always will-

ing to talk. He thinks his weight and his scruff turn girls off. He 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 disap-

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.

| Janny 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. “I want
to do something romantic,” he says. I suggest Shakespeare’s eighteenth
sonnet. He has never heard of it. “ ‘Shall I compare thee to a summer’s
day...” I recite. “She’ll love it.” I print off the sonnet at home and



284 TWENTYSOMETHING ESSAYS BY TWENTYSOMETHING WRITERS

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.

%caﬂ- 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 P.M. 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. I imagine he looks around the room to make
sure no one is listening before he says, “Wendy’s? When did that hap-
pen?” I want to tell him that it didn’t happen, that it wasn't an acci-
dent, but I am stuck wondering how to make him understand, and at
the same time wondering why I should have to explain anything at all.
I wonder what his reaction would be if I had chosen to get more stu-

dent loans.instead of the part-time job. I choose to say nothing: Then

I offer him my employee discount on fries next time he is in town. He

says he’ll take me up on it.

en I 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
outiof Dave’s stepmother’s four-wheeler, and then they urinated on her

car handles.

“veryone dreads working with Chelsea. When she is not in her office
%countmg 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.
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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.” Accord-
ing to Chelsea, her mother-in-law has hated her ever since she got en-
gaged. 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 dis-
appointed that she is still working. “A mother’s place is in the home,”

she says to Chelsea. “Your kids will be ruined.”

night Waymon Hamilton comes through the drive-up window
8 with his family. Waymon lives around the corner from me, and his
three 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,

I 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 thankless job_to_provide for his family. His-unassumin g-na
ture and warm smile are what I see when I think about him. Few peo-
ple 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, including second place
for touchdowns in a season, third in career touchdowns, and fifth for
both 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 neigh-
"bor, and he never mentioned his football days once. He told me about
his boys, about teaching public school in California, and about pour-
ing lots of concrete.
After the store closes, I come home, take off my uniform, and
climb into bed with my wife. She rolls over, tells me she loves me, and
murmurs something about the smell of french fries. I kiss her on the
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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 I 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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Lest you forget, this lovely book you hold in your hands is the product
of a national contest, and, as with all contests, there had to be a win-
ner. Clearly, this was an agonizing decision to make—all the essays in
this collection are practically perfect in every way, and we could have
easily made the case for giving any of them the grand prize. In the end,
though, one simply grabbed us. Scratch that: It took us by the arm,
looked us squarely in the eye, and kissed us hard on the mouth. That’s
right, we've fallen in love with “Working at Wendy's” by Joey Franklin,
and we_don’t_care who_knows. Incisive, wry, warm, and_cinematic, it

is unique as a deeply personal, socially astute account of American
twentysomethingness. But enough about what we think. Read for

yourself.

ABBUT THE AUTHURS 288

JOEY FRANKLIN is an English major at Brigham Young University in
Provo, Utah. Outside of class, he spends much of his time helping his
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study creative writing and literature in graduate school in fall 2007. He
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A Random House Trade Paperback Original

Copyright © 2006 by Radhiyah Ayobami, Eula Biss, Emma Black,
Katherine Dykstra, Mary Beth Ellis, Eli James, John Fischer,
Miellyn Fitzwater, Mary Kate Frank, Joey Franklin, Jennifer Glaser, Shahnaz
Habib, Rachel Kempf, Colleen Kinder, Jess Lacher, Bronson Lemer, Marisa
McCarthy, Kate McGovern, Kyle Minor, Lauren Monroe, Luke Mullins,
Brendan Park, Christopher Poling, Kathleen Rooney, Travis Sentell,
Theodora Stites, Burlee Vang, J. W. Young

Preface copyright © 2006 by Random House, Inc.
Copyright © 2005 by Elrena Evans
All rights reserved.
Published in the United States by Random House Trade Paperbacks,
an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group,

a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

RANDOM HOUSE TRADE PAPERBACKS and colophon
are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

“Goodbye to All That” by Eula Biss first appea}ed
in the North American Review in 2006.

“My Little Comma” by Elrena Evans first appeared
in Literary Mama, under the title “Birthing” in 2005.

Grateful acknowledgment is made to HarperCollins Publishers

for permission to include five lines from “The Secret” from Betting on the Muse:

TWENTYSOMETHING
ESSAYS

TWENTYSOMETHING
WRITERS

Poems & Stories by Charles Bukowski, copyright © 1996 by Linda Lee
Bukowski. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA
Twentysomething essays by twentysomething writers /
edited by Matt Kellogg and Jillian Quint.
p. cm.
ISBN 0-8129-7566-9 (trade pbk.)
1. American essays—21st century. 1. Kellogg, Matt. IL Quin, Jillian.
III. Title: Best new voices of 2006.

PS689.T87 2006
814.6'08—dc22 2006045128

Printed in the United States of America
www.atrandom.com
2 4 6 8 97 5 3 1

Designed by Stephanie Huntwork

FRETED RY

MATT KELLOGG AND JILLIAN QUINT

RANDOM HOUSE TRADE PAPERBACKS @ NEW YORK



