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School [ unches

between you, almost like a rainbow, and link you two in the minds .

of your peers forever.

And then there was the matter qf the u}mpping paper; waxed
paper and later Saran wrap. If code lunches were about that intense
desire for one thing in life to be Okay, or even Just to appear to
be Okay, when all around you and at home and inside you things
were so chaotic and painful, then it mattered that it not look like
Jughead had wmppedb your sandwich, A code lunch suggested that
someone in your family was paying attention, éven if in your heart
you knew that your parents were screwing up left and right. So it
was-a little like making your bed at lunch. Everything should be
squared. Sandwiches should be wrapped with hospital corners. Right?

Okay. That’s all. But now I have this material to choose
/| from, to work with, to shépe, edit, highlight, or toss. (And
f {; that’s \}ery nice of you to suggest the latter.) This is my version
of school lunches. Yours might be different and I would be
interested in hearing about it. (Now don’t get meiwrong. I
am not suggesting you mail it to me. But I bet it reveals some
interesting stuff about you and your family and the times in
which you grew up.) And even though what I've quoted here
is shitty-first-draft stuff, the boy against the fence appeared
out of nowhere—1I had no idea when I started W;ii\ing that
he w;s:‘i"fi“my memory. To me, he is the most important thing
that came out of this exercise. Tomorrow when [ sit down to
work on my novel, he will be someone who maters to me,
whom I want to work with, get to know, who has sométhing

important to say or somewhere only he can take me.

Polaroids

Wri'ting-fa first draft is very much like watching a Polaroid
develop. You can’t—and, in fact, you’re not supposed to—
know exactly what the picture is going to look like until it
has finished developing. First you just point at what has your
attention and take the picture. In the last chaptef, for instancé,
what had my attention were the contents of my lunch bag.
But as the picture developed, I found I had a really clear image
of the boy against the fence. Or maybe your Polaroid was
supposed to be a picture of that boy against the fence, and

you didn’t notice until the last minute that a family was

standing a few feet away from him. Now, maybe it’s his family,
or the family of one of the kids in his class, but at any rate
these people are going to be in the photograph, too. Then the
film emerges from the camera with a grayish green murkiness
that gradually becomes clearer and clearer, and finally you see

the husband and wife holding their baby with two children




Polaroijids

standing beside them. And at first it all seems very sweet, but
then the shadows begin to appear, and then you start to see
the animal tragedy, the baboons baring their teeth. And then
you see a flash of bright red flowers in the bottom left quadrant
that you didn’t even know were in the picture when you took
it, and these flowers evoke a time or a memory that moves
you mysteriously. And finally, as the portrait comes into focus,
you begin to notice all the props surrounding these people,
and you begin to understand how props define us and comfort
us, and show us what we value and what we need, and who
we think we are. v ,

You couldn’t have had any way of knowing what this piece
of work would look like when you first started. You just knew
that there was something about these people that compelled
you, and you stayed with that something long enough for it
to show you what it was abou\t.

Watch this Polaroid develop: ,

Six or seven years ago | was asked to write an article on
the Special Olympics. I had been going to the local event for
years, partly because a couple of friends of mine compete.
Also, I love sports, and I love to watch athietes; special or
otherwise. So I showed up this fimc with a great deal of

interest but no real sense of what the finished article might

look like.

Things tend to go very, very slowly at the Special Olyfnpics.

It is not like trying to cover the Preakness. Still, it has its
own\exhilaration, and I cheered and took notes all morning.

The last track-and-field evént before lunch was a twenty-

Polaroids

ﬁve-y!-ard race run by some unusually handicapped runners and
walkers, many of whom seemed completely confused. They
Iumped and careened along, one man making a snail-slow break
for the stands, one heading out toward the steps where the
winners receive their medals; both of them were shepherded
back. The race took just about forever. And here it was nearly
noon and we were all so hungry. Finally, though, everyone
crossed over the line, and those of us in the stands got up to
go—when we noticed that way down the track, four or five
yards from the starting line, was another runner.

She was a‘girl of about sixteen with a normal-looking face
above a wracked and emaciated body. She was on metal
crutches,-and she was just plugging along, one tiny step after
another, moving one crutch forward two or three inches, then
moving a leg, then tﬁoving the other crutch two or three
inches, then moving the other leg. It was just excruciating.
Plus, I wés starving to death. Inside I was going, Come on,
come on, come on, swabbing at my forehead with anxiety,
while she kept taking these two- or three-inch steps forward.
What felt like four hours later, she crossed the finish line, and
you could see that she was absolufely stoked, in a shy, girlish
way.

A tall African American man with no front teeth fell into
step with me aé I left the bleachers to go look for some lunch.
He tugged on the sleeve of my sweater, and I looked up at
him, and he handed me a Polaroid someone had taken of him
and his friends that day. “Look at us,” he said. His speech was
difficult to understand, thick and slow as a warped record.




Polaroids

His two friends in the picture had Down’s syndrome. All three

of them looked extremely pleased with themselves. I admired

the picture and then handed it back to him. He stopped, so
I stopped, too. He pointed to his own image. “That,” he said,
“is one cool man.”

And this was the image from which an article begal} forming,
although I could not have told you exactly what the piece
would end up being about. I just knew that something had

started to emerge.

After lunch I wandered over to the auditorium, where it
turned out a men’s basketball game was in progress. The

African American man with no front teeth was the star of the

game. You could tell that he was because even though no one
had made a basket yet, his teammates almost always passed
him the ball. Even the people on the other team passed him
the ball a lot. In lieu of any scoring, the men stampeded in
slow motion up and down the court, dribbling the ball thun-
derously. I had never heard such a loud game. It was all sort
of crazily beautiful. I imagined describing the g;ine for my
article and then for my students: the loudness, the joy. I kept
replaying the scene of the girl on crutches making her way
up the track to the finish line—and all of a sudden my article
began to appear out of the grayish green murk. And I could
see that it was about tragedy transformed over the years into
joy. It was about the beauty of sheer effort. I could see it
almost as clearly as I could the photogi‘aph of that one cool
man and his two friends.

The auditorium bleachers were packed. Then a few minutes

Polarcecids

later, still with no score on the board, the tall black man

dﬁbBIed slowly from one end of the court to the other, and

heaved the ball up into the air, and it dropped into the basket.

The crowd roared, and all the men on both teams looked up

wide-eyed at the hoop, as if it had just burst into flames.

You would have loved it, I tell my students. You would

have feltllike you could write all day.




