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Participatory Book Entry:
Working Nine to Five
Okay. Working for a living. We all do it.
I’m interested in your job stories.
What was your first job?
Tell me about the first time you had to deal
with the reality of employment?
or perhaps there another job that was really memorable?
What was it?
What did you do?
Were you good at it?
Who was your boss?
How long did it last?
Post the story and I’ll illustrate it.

For all the friends who
generously shared
their stories
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The participatory book series began in January 2007. I decided I
wanted to make some books and in my head I could see them, but I didn’t
really have any content to actually make them. Life had been complicated
for a really long time and i didn’t want to use any of my own stories.
The truth is, I was sort of tired of myself and figured other people might
have stories way more interesting than my own.
So, I started a blog that asked questions. Have you ever had a smell
trigger a memory? Do you believe in an interventionist God? Has the
mental health of other people had an influence in your life? Do you
remember your first love? Can you tell me the story of a breakup?
And then I asked some friends to participate. This is one of the books
from this series. I hope you enjoy it.
For more information or to see some of my other work you can visit my
website: www.mrpetit.com
M.R. Petit �Copyright 2007.

“Do you have a sister?”
Story by Marianne R. Petit
My father worked
for IBM when I
was growing up.
As a result, we
all got summer
jobs there.
At the time,
IBM had a very conservative dress code. Women wore skirts with pantyhose.
Men wore suits with white shirts and ties. Except the computer programmers.
They had big beards and wore flannel shirts and cordoroy pants.
I was not particularly
conservative. But I wasn’t a
computer programmer either.

So for my first day of work
I borrowed some clothes from
one of my sisters.

On that very
first day, I was
answering phones
at the reception
desk when it
happened.
Someone I knew
from my college
dorm walked by.

Chris and I weren’t friends. We knew each other from the cafeteria. He was a jock.
The kind of guy who would walk around wearing his weight lifting belt.
Chris’s
friends

My friends

Chris did a double-take.

And then later he came to me and asked
Do you have a sister
that goes to NYU?

For the rest of the summer he enjoyed knowing “the truth” about me. I think he
thought he had some deep dark secret that he could hold over my head to my supervisor
or something. I don’t know. I think I just thought it was funny.

“The Paper Route”
Story by Robert Bobby Ryan
My first job was delivering
newspapers. Perhaps newspaper
is too glorified a description.
It was the weekly Suburban
News, a local and free rag
of a paper devoted more to
classified ads than anything
remotely close to journalism.
If you were a halfway decent
student who actually could
produce a volcano that spewed
some smoke in the yearly
science fair, you made the
front cover.

Anyway, when I was 13, I wanted to buy a CB radio so I could talk to my friends
Jeff and Jack who had CBs converted from cars so they could talk on the radio
from their bedrooms. We had handles and would talk like truckers or worse, cops.

Smokey.

That’s 10-4
good buddy.

As a 13 year old living in the
suburbs of NJ, the only job
I could get was delivering
newspapers. The regional
newspaper decided around
this time that they wanted
16-year olds and stopped
hiring kids under 16.
The Star Ledger was
a decent paper and
you would get great
tips from people
around the holidays.
The deliverers of the
Suburban News received
no such tips -- the paper
being freely distributed,
you got nothing except your
meager $12.50 per week.

On Monday, the papers would be dropped off, not at my door, but all the way up the block
on the corner. All 200+ of them! Plus the fliers I had to put in them. And the baggies
in case it was rainy out. From Monday until Tuesday I had to insert and roll all of
them, then slide them into their orange newpaper condoms.

On Wednesday, delivery. The route was all the way across town! Near the school I couldn’t
attend, because it was TOO FAR TO WALK! I had to make four or five trips by bicycle to
make all the deliveries. It took hours.

Did I mention I was paid $12.50 per week?!
After about the
third week of this
I had had enough.
I tried to call
and quit but no
one would take
my call, and for
another 2 weeks
the newspapers
came, dumped on
the corner with
my name on them.
My parents
insisted that
I stick to my
committment and
deliver the papers
if I wanted my
CB radio.

So I started thinking -who’s going to miss this paper?
It sucks anyway... So, I inserted
and folded the papers. But this
time I didn’t bother with
putting them in their
condoms, they wouldn’t
need them where they were
going. I made three trips
to the nearest creek, and
for two weeks, dumped the
newspapers under the small
road bridge that crossed
the creek.

Finally, after those two weeks, the
Suburban News called me back. They
had received several complaints that
people didn’t get their stinking
papers. I told them I quit. And that,
was my first job.
I never did get that CB radio.
I wanted to buy it with my savings
but my father wouldn’t allow it.
He was a cop and didn’t think it
was a good idea for me to have one
anyway. They never did find out
about my dumping the papers in the
creek.

“The Concession Stand”
Story by Roxana Hadad

The summer of my sixteenth year, and therefore,
my first summer where it was legal for me to
work, I got a job at the concession stand at
my local movie theater. Previously, my only
other jobs had been babysitting the kids in
my neighborhood, so I was pretty excited to
have a job that involved something of a
commute, an honest-to-goodness paycheck,
and coworkers. In addition, I got to wear
a uniform: a short sleeved button-down,
with a maroon vest and a little black
bow tie. I even got a nametag.

I was paid $4.25 an hour (the minimum wage at
the time). Every night, I would come home
reeking of popcorn, and would have to scrub
the smell off. It was worse on the nights
I was assigned to pop the popcorn. Every
month, along with my paycheck, I would get
free passes to see a movie, which I saw
as a huge bonus, even though I hardly
ever used them and would forget
to give them away before
they expired.

I also thought it was great that I
could watch movies on my breaks,
never mind that I always got my
break at the same time, so I always
saw the same 15 minutes of the movie
(that was the summer of Jurassic
Park, which played on pretty much
every screen, so there was this one
15 minute segment that I knew by
heart; it’s the part where everyone
first gets to the island and it’s a
magical place and no one thinks it’s
a bad idea to walk around an island
with huge carnivorous reptiles.)
But that doesn’t even touch on the worst part of the job – the politics. Yes, I know,
every job has politics, but I can tell you right now that there is nothing more
political than a concession counter run by suburban teenagers. To be honest, I wasn’t
part of much of the drama that went on behind that counter. I was pretty quiet and
kept to myself, partly because I was a little scared of my coworkers, and partly because
I was a little in awe of them, too. They drank, got high and had sex with one another and
would talk about it openly at the workplace; which was something my sixteen-year-old
mind had identified as quite unprofessional, and not representative of the official
bow tie we wore. But it also demonstrated how much cooler they were than me.

Obviously, this alcohol/marijuana/sex/minimum-wage-job combo
would lead to some pretty heated battles behind that counter.
Fistfights, name-calling, keyed paintjobs ...
it got pretty ugly. And I found it fascinating.
Only once did I inadvertently create drama.
Stupidly, I remarked to one girl that another girl
we worked with thought that her boyfriend was cute.
In my little brain, I saw that as her complimenting
the girl on her good catch.

Well, obviously, it began a huge argument, where the one girl thought the other was
trying to move in on “her man,” and the other one wanted her to “get out of her face.”
I learned a pretty good lesson, and went back to only speaking when being spoken to.
Looking back, I have no idea why I liked that job so much. I suppose it was ignorance
of how incredibly bad it was because I had never had a better job, much less any job,
before. Or maybe I just enjoyed the company of people who were so different than my
friends and me.

Whatever the reason,
by end of the summer
the charms of the job
were beginning to
wear off, thanks to
a guy named Mark
and some nacho cheese.
Previous to Mark,
I had a couple of
coworkers attempt
to woo me, but their
attempts were
clumsily averted by
horrible excuses.

I can’t go out with you Saturday ...
I’m busy ... with ... stuff ...

Mark was an usher hired in mid-summer. What made him the subject of many
behind-the-counter whisperings was that he was twenty-six years old, and talked
to himself. A lot. For these reasons, many of us stayed pretty clear of Mark.
But then the other
ushers began commenting
on how Mark was always
talking about how he
was going to get with
me and another coworker.
This shocked and
absolutely appalled me,
as I had never even
exchanged a “finished
cleaning theater 6?”
with the guy.
Apparently, his plans
for me and the other
girl were told (mostly
to himself) in quite
graphic detail.
I started getting
pretty scared, but
the ushers told our
manager (a guy I only
knew as Mr. Z) and he
got canned.

Oh yeah. We’re gonna get funky.
And they’ll be all like “oh yeah, you’re the man” and
I’ll be all like “Yo Bitch!”

But thanks to
Mark, we all
had to undergo
several tedious
sexual harassment
workshops, watching
video after video of
bow tied employees
making inappropriate
comments and gestures
to one another.
These got old real fast.

The final straw, however, was the nacho
cheese. For weeks, the nozzle end of
the nacho cheese dispenser had
fallen off, and no one had
bothered to replace it.
This would make the nacho
cheese come straight out,
instead of down onto the
nachos. We all managed to
deal with the new physics of
the cheese dispenser until
one day, I couldn’t get the
cheese to come out. I started
banging on the pump and just
as I finished the words,
“There’s something messed up
with this cheese,” hot liquid
cheese squirted all over my
arm. Someone had turned up
the temperature of the cheese,
making it much less viscous,
and much more scalding.

I watched in horror
as the skin on my
arm started to
blister and I felt
the searing pain tear
through. I told the
assistant manager,
and she just told me
to put cold water on
it, and went back to
filing her nails.

I went home a little early
that day, and only returned
to give back my uniform,
along with the bow tie.
I still have the nametag.

“Libby’s Canning Plant”
Story by Howard Mittelmark

I used to work at a Libby’s canning plant in upstate New York.
I worked there summers, and into the fall, the period referred to as “pack.”
We canned, I’d guess, hundreds of tons of green beans every year.
I started there to make money to go back to college in the fall,
but after the second year, I didn’t go back to school, and I’d work
from July through October.

When I started there, my job was to walk back and forth across a catwalk which was
just above this fifty foot long sluice, a big silver roadway for beans. The sluice was
constantly vibrating, making the beans shake their way down to the end, past twenty
little openings that dropped the beans onto twenty conveyer belts way down below.
There were metal gates, about afoot long and six inches high, which controlled the amount
of beans passed through each little hole, and on to the conveyer belts below. At each
conveyer belt sat a woman whose job it was to remove from the beans the larger bits
of things which were not beans--sticks, rocks, insects, mice, pieces of mice, etc. I was
supposed to make sure that each woman received the same flow of beans as all the others.
I had a big mallet with a rubber head, and I’d bang the gates more open or more closed to
adjust how much reached each one. As the speed at which the beans entered the plant from
outside varied constantly, from a quarter ton an hour to eight or ten tons an hour, and
with every change, every gate had to be adjusted at least a bit, I was kept hopping.
This was just the first in a series of processes the beans underwent, and eventually
my job was to be that same sort of thing but for the whole plant.

I worked the night shift, from six pm to
six am every night. There was a law
that said that we couldn’t work more
than twenty-one days in a row, so
we got one day off every three
weeks, and by the end of August
I would pretty much lose
contact with the rest of the
world. I’d wake up around
three or four in the after
noon every day, eat a big
panful of fried potatoes
and onions, pick a tomato
from the backyard to
take with me, and walk
to work reading a book.
The walk was about
two miles, along one
straight road, empty
except for people
driving to the plant.
It took me about an
hour to walk. I wore
overalls and a t-shirt
and a hard hat with a
ponytail sticking out
from underneath it.
Before I arrived, in about the last quarter mile, I always smoked a joint.

The machinery was
deafeningly loud
(we were supposed
to wear earplugs,
but only the women
actually did),

and the building was hot,
and it was another world.

I drank lots of extra-sweet, extra-strong black
coffee from the vending machine, in poker-hand
paper cups, smoked endless cigarettes -- for a
while I carried both Marlboros and Newports
and chainsmoked alternate brands -- and
ate little white-cross speed all night.
There was a bucket-sized jar of aspirin
in the little room that served as the
infirmary, and I’d take a handful
and stuff it in my pocket from
time to time. I mixed those
in with the speed, pretty
much indiscriminately.

At lunch break, around midnight, while everyone else
was in the cafeteria, I’d go outside with my tomato
and sometimes a ham-salad sandwich from a
vending machine inside. The machines would be stopped
and it would be quiet for a while, and I’d go in back
of the factory where the farmers dropped off their beans.
I’d sit in the cab of one of the trucks with the door open, or maybe in the cage of
a big forklift, over by the huge containers the farmers dumped their beans in.
Sometimes they’d have left the truck in the middle of emptying it out, if that’s when
lunch came, the rear of the truck slanted up into the air, with a few tons of beans
just waiting to fall, like an avalanche.

Beyond the factory was miles and miles of nothing, empty
fields, and stars above like you never see here in New York.
I’d walk home every night, smoking another joint as soon as I
left. I walked alongside the lake, Lake Seneca, and by the time
I was halfway home, the sky would start to lighten just above
the lake, from deep, velvet blue to a lighter electric blue,
and by the time I got home, it looked just like the cover of
Weather Report’s Mysterious Traveler album.

