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March 19, 2020 
 
Dear East Central ISD Families, 
 

While our school district is closed to ensure the safety and wellbeing of our students, staff, and community, we are providing 
you with some materials to engage students in learning from home.  All students will have choice boards that include activities to 
reinforce learning. Student choice boards will be posted on the ECISD website under the Our Families link which is located off of the 
main page of www.ecisd.net.  Our staff has created two options for your child to access learning at home.  The first option is Google 
Classroom.  Your child’s teacher will be reaching out to you/your child to share how they will access Google Classroom.  The second 
option is a version of the same material just in a paper format.  We will begin with learning activities that will reinforce previously 
learned content.  Students can submit their completed work online through Google Classroom or they can keep evidence of their 
work in a notebook (spiral, composition) or on paper.  Evidence can be presented in many ways to include things like pictures/videos, 
notebook entries and/or more traditional written responses. Students who utilize the paper format can bring evidence of their work 
once we return to school.  

During this time, our gradebook will be frozen.  This means students will not receive any new grades for learning that occurs 
while we are out.  Teachers will communicate with students/families regularly to provide feedback and assist with student learning. 
Once students return, teachers will evaluate student work and make adjustments to grades that represent student learning that 
occurred during this period of time.  

We appreciate your patience and look forward to working together in an effort to best support you and your family.  We miss 
all of our students and look forward to seeing them again once school resumes.  
 
 
 
 

http://www.ecisd.net/


 

19 de marzo de 2020 

 

Estimadas familias de East Central ISD: 

Mientras nuestro distrito escolar está cerrado para asegurar la seguridad y el bienestar de nuestros estudiantes, el personal y la 
comunidad, les estamos proporcionando algunos materiales para que los estudiantes aprendan desde su hogar. Todos los 
estudiantes tendrán acceso a una plataforma de aprendizaje en línea (choice boards) que incluye actividades para reforzar el 
aprendizaje. La plataforma se publicará en el sitio web de ECISD en el enlace Nuestras familias que se encuentra en la página 
principal de www.ecisd.net. Nuestro personal ha creado dos opciones para que su hijo/a tenga acceso al aprendizaje en casa. La 
primera opción es Google Classroom. El maestro de su hijo/a se comunicará con usted / su hijo/a para compartir cómo accederán a 
Google Classroom. La segunda opción es una versión del mismo material solo en formato papel. Comenzaremos con actividades de 
aprendizaje que reforzarán el contenido ya aprendido. Los estudiantes pueden enviar su trabajo completado en línea a través de 
Google Classroom o pueden guardar evidencia de su trabajo en un cuaderno (espiral, composición) o en papel. La evidencia se 
puede presentar de muchas maneras para incluir cosas como imágenes / videos, entradas de cuaderno y / o respuestas escritas 
más tradicionales. Los estudiantes que utilizan el formato de papel pueden traer evidencia de su trabajo una vez que regresemos a 
la escuela. 

Durante este tiempo, nuestro sistema de calificaciones estará suspendido. Esto significa que los estudiantes no recibirán nuevas 
calificaciones por el aprendizaje que ocurra mientras estamos fuera de la escuela. Los maestros se comunicarán con los estudiantes 
/ familias regularmente para proporcionar comentarios y ayudar con el aprendizaje de los estudiantes. Una vez que los estudiantes 
regresen, los maestros evaluarán el trabajo de los estudiantes y harán ajustes a las calificaciones que representan el aprendizaje de 
los estudiantes que ocurrió durante este período de tiempo. 

Agradecemos su paciencia y trabajaremos juntos en el mejor esfuerzo para apoyar a usted y a su familia. Extrañamos a todos 
nuestros estudiantes y esperamos a verlos cuando regresemos a la escuela.   

  



 

Choice Board for Colloquium English I 

Each week, you should complete 4 out of 5 options. On the next two pages, there are prompts and literary texts 
that you can use to complete these activities. Each activity should not take more than 20-30 minutes. I 
recommend “mixing it up” each week to add a little variety to your learning and reinforce different skills!  

Weekly Options 

Literary Analysis Option 
#1: 
Read one of the Literary 
Analysis works listed on 
the back of this page. 
Then, write a 7-10 
sentence analysis that: 

● Describes the 
tone of the piece 

● Explains how the 
author uses 
literary elements 
(tone verbs, 
sensory imagery, 
figurative 
language, etc) to 
create this tone. 

● Cites at least 
two quotes from 
the poem in 
MLA format. 

Literary Analysis Option 
#2: 
Read one of the Literary 
Analysis works on the 
back of this page. Then, 
write a 7-10 sentence 
analysis that: 

● Explains one of 
the prominent 
themes of the 
piece (see list on 
next page) 

● Includes a 
thematic 
statement about 
the poem and 
explain/defends 
the statement   

● Cites at least 
one quote from 
the poem in 
MLA format. 

Look on the next page 
for some assistance 
with this option. 

Writing Process: 
Pick one of the Writing 
Process prompts on the 
third page. Then, write 
an 8-10 sentence 
response that: 

● Features a clear 
thesis and 
supported 
arguments 

● Avoids 1st 
person/other 
non-academic 
traits 

● Cites at least 
one supporting 
source in MLA 
format. 

 

Vocab:  
Pick one of our vocab 
words from the Vocab 
List on the third page. 
Create a paragraph, 
slideshow, or work of 
art that contains: 
  

● A definition of 
the word 

● A list of 
synonyms and 
antonyms for 
the word  

● A sentence of 
your own 
creation that 
correctly uses 
the word  

● An explanation 
of the 
tone/tones the 
word might 
convey 

 

Creative Writing: 
Create a 10-12 
sentence journal, poem, 
lyric, or podcast that 
addresses one of the 
Creative Writing 
prompts on the third 
page. In your work, use 
and highlight at least 2 
of the following literary 
elements: 

● Anaphora 
● Personification 
● Metaphor/simile 
● Hyperbole 
● Sensory imagery 
● Intentional 

sentence 
fragment  
 

 



 

Literary Works For BOTH Literary Analysis Options (Paper versions at end of packet) 

● “Invictus” (Poem by William Earnest Henley) 
● “Mosquitoes” (Poem by Aimee Nezhukumatathil) 
● “The Sniper” (Short Story by Liam O’Flaherty) 
● “Names” (Short Story by Julia Alvarez) 
● “Losing Everything, Except What Really Matters” (Essay by Dan Barry) 
● “Drowning In Dishes, But Finding A Home” (Essay by Danial Adkinson) 

 

Themes For Literary Analysis Option 2 

● Love 
● Courage  
● Empowerment  
● Prejudice/Hate 
● Intellect  
● Overcoming adversity  
● Society  

 
Reminder: A thematic statement is like a thesis statement for a theme. It explains what point the author is making 
about the theme you’ve chosen. For example, if I chose “knowledge” as my theme for Siddhartha, I could write: “The 
author argues that knowledge comes from individual initiative and reflection on the self.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/51642/invictus
http://aimeenez.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/Mosquitoes.pdf
https://www.classicshorts.com/stories/sniper.html
https://www.sd27j.org/cms/lib/CO01900701/Centricity/Domain/352/Names%20Nombres%20by%20Julia%20Alvarez.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2011/05/01/us/01land.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/12/jobs/drowning-in-dishes-but-finding-a-home.html


 

 

Writing Process Prompt Options  

● Explain how sleep--or lack of sleep--can affect someone’s overall well-being and success. 
● Explain how heroism is possible in ordinary/normal circumstances.  
● Explain how it is possible to find community while in isolation. (SUPER relevant right now!) 
● Explain how cell phones have altered our relationships with those closest to us.  
● Explain what equality means to you. How does our society value equality?  
● Pick a film adaptation of a book you love. Explain how it successfully or unsuccessfully adapts the book. 
● Pick two characters from the various literary works we read this year and explain how they are similar in 

unexpected or surprising ways. 

 

Vocab Words 

Equanimity, Gusto, Imminent, Obstinate,  Opulent, Precarious, Sublime, Transitory, Zeal 
 

 

Creative Writing Journal Prompts: 

● Walk outside and take observation notes on what you see, hear, smell, and feel. Then use those sensory details 
to write a poem or short story full of imagery describing the experience. 

● In the midst of all this stress and unexpectedness, what are you grateful for? 
● If your experience of the last few weeks were a color, which color would it be and why? 
● Write a letter to an elderly person in a local nursing home who might be experiencing isolation. Mail it!  
● Pick a song and write in detail about why you love it, and what makes it great (vocals, instrumental choices, etc). 
● Write a story or poem that takes place in a second or less.  
● Write to the version of  yourself that was about to start freshman year in August; what  advice would you give 

them and why? 
 

 



 

Texts For Literary Analysis 
Poems 

“Invictus” “Mosquitoes” 

Out of the night that covers me, 
      Black as the pit from pole to pole, 
I thank whatever gods may be 
      For my unconquerable soul. 
 
In the fell clutch of circumstance 
      I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance 
      My head is bloody, but unbowed. 
 
Beyond this place of wrath and tears 
      Looms but the Horror of the shade, 
And yet the menace of the years 
      Finds and shall find me unafraid. 
 
It matters not how strait the gate, 
      How charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate, 
      I am the captain of my soul. 

When my father wanted to point out galaxies 
or Andromeda or the Seven Sisters, I’d complain 
of the huzz of mosquitoes, or of the yawning 
moon-quiet in that slow, summer air. All I wanted 
  
was to go inside into our cooled house and watch TV 
or paint my nails. What does a fifteen year-old girl know 
of patience? What does a girl know of the steady turn 
of a telescope dial until whole moon valleys crest 
  
into focus? Standing there in our driveway with him, 
I smacked my legs, my arms, and my face so hard 
while I waited for him to find whatever small pinhole 
of light he wanted me to see. At night, when I washed 
  
my face, I’d find bursts of blood and dried bodies 
slapped into my skin. Complaints at breakfast about 
how I’d never do it again, how I have more homework 
now, Dad, how I can’t go to school with bites all over 
  
my face anymore. But now I hardly ever 
say no to him. He has plans to go star-gazing 
with his grandson and for once I don’t protest. 
He has plans. I know one day he won’t ask me, 
  
won’t be there to show me the rings of Saturn 
glow gold through the eyepiece. He won’t be there 



 

to show me how the moons of Jupiter dance 
if you catch them on a clear night. I know 
  
one day I will look up into the night sky 
searching, searching—I know mosquitoes 
will have their way with me 
and my father won’t hear me complain. 
 
 

 
Short Stories 
“The Sniper”  

The long June twilight faded into night. Dublin lay enveloped in darkness but for the dim light of the moon that shone 

through fleecy clouds, casting a pale light as of approaching dawn over the streets and the dark waters of the Liffey. 

Around the beleaguered Four Courts the heavy guns roared. Here and there through the city, machine guns and rifles 

broke the silence of the night, spasmodically, like dogs barking on lone farms. Republicans and Free Staters were waging 

civil war. 

On a rooftop near O'Connell Bridge, a Republican sniper lay watching. Beside him lay his rifle and over his 

shoulders was slung a pair of field glasses. His face was the face of a student, thin and ascetic, but his eyes had the cold 

gleam of the fanatic. They were deep and thoughtful, the eyes of a man who is used to looking at death. 

He was eating a sandwich hungrily. He had eaten nothing since morning. He had been too excited to eat. He 

finished the sandwich, and, taking a flask of whiskey from his pocket, he took a short drought. Then he returned the flask 

to his pocket. He paused for a moment, considering whether he should risk a smoke. It was dangerous. The flash might be 

seen in the darkness, and there were enemies watching. He decided to take the risk. 

Placing a cigarette between his lips, he struck a match, inhaled the smoke hurriedly and put out the light. Almost 

immediately, a bullet flattened itself against the parapet of the roof. The sniper took another whiff and put out the 

cigarette. Then he swore softly and crawled away to the left. 



 

Cautiously he raised himself and peered over the parapet. There was a flash and a bullet whizzed over his head. He 

dropped immediately. He had seen the flash. It came from the opposite side of the street. 

He rolled over the roof to a chimney stack in the rear, and slowly drew himself up behind it, until his eyes were level 

with the top of the parapet. There was nothing to be seen--just the dim outline of the opposite housetop against the blue 

sky. His enemy was under cover. 

Just then an armored car came across the bridge and advanced slowly up the street. It stopped on the opposite side 

of the street, fifty yards ahead. The sniper could hear the dull panting of the motor. His heart beat faster. It was an enemy 

car. He wanted to fire, but he knew it was useless. His bullets would never pierce the steel that covered the gray monster. 

Then round the corner of a side street came an old woman, her head covered by a tattered shawl. She began to talk 

to the man in the turret of the car. She was pointing to the roof where the sniper lay. An informer. 

The turret opened. A man's head and shoulders appeared, looking toward the sniper. The sniper raised his rifle and 

fired. The head fell heavily on the turret wall. The woman darted toward the side street. The sniper fired again. The 

woman whirled round and fell with a shriek into the gutter. 

Suddenly from the opposite roof a shot rang out and the sniper dropped his rifle with a curse. The rifle clattered to 

the roof. The sniper thought the noise would wake the dead. He stooped to pick the rifle up. He couldn't lift it. His forearm 

was dead. "I'm hit," he muttered. 

Dropping flat onto the roof, he crawled back to the parapet. With his left hand he felt the injured right forearm. The 

blood was oozing through the sleeve of his coat. There was no pain--just a deadened sensation, as if the arm had been cut 

off. 

Quickly he drew his knife from his pocket, opened it on the breastwork of the parapet, and ripped open the sleeve. 

There was a small hole where the bullet had entered. On the other side there was no hole. The bullet had lodged in the 

bone. It must have fractured it. He bent the arm below the wound. the arm bent back easily. He ground his teeth to 

overcome the pain. 

Then taking out his field dressing, he ripped open the packet with his knife. He broke the neck of the iodine bottle 

and let the bitter fluid drip into the wound. A paroxysm of pain swept through him. He placed the cotton wadding over the 



 

wound and wrapped the dressing over it. He tied the ends with his teeth. 

Then he lay still against the parapet, and, closing his eyes, he made an effort of will to overcome the pain. 

In the street beneath all was still. The armored car had retired speedily over the bridge, with the machine gunner's 

head hanging lifeless over the turret. The woman's corpse lay still in the gutter. 

The sniper lay still for a long time nursing his wounded arm and planning escape. Morning must not find him 

wounded on the roof. The enemy on the opposite roof covered his escape. He must kill that enemy and he could not use 

his rifle. He had only a revolver to do it. Then he thought of a plan. 

Taking off his cap, he placed it over the muzzle of his rifle. Then he pushed the rifle slowly upward over the parapet, 

until the cap was visible from the opposite side of the street. Almost immediately there was a report, and a bullet pierced 

the center of the cap. The sniper slanted the rifle forward. The cap clipped down into the street. Then catching the rifle in 

the middle, the sniper dropped his left hand over the roof and let it hang, lifelessly. After a few moments he let the rifle 

drop to the street. Then he sank to the roof, dragging his hand with him. 

Crawling quickly to his feet, he peered up at the corner of the roof. His ruse had succeeded. The other sniper, seeing 

the cap and rifle fall, thought that he had killed his man. He was now standing before a row of chimney pots, looking 

across, with his head clearly silhouetted against the western sky. 

The Republican sniper smiled and lifted his revolver above the edge of the parapet. The distance was about fifty 

yards--a hard shot in the dim light, and his right arm was paining him like a thousand devils. He took a steady aim. His 

hand trembled with eagerness. Pressing his lips together, he took a deep breath through his nostrils and fired. He was 

almost deafened with the report and his arm shook with the recoil. 

Then when the smoke cleared, he peered across and uttered a cry of joy. His enemy had been hit. He was reeling 

over the parapet in his death agony. He struggled to keep his feet, but he was slowly falling forward as if in a dream. The 

rifle fell from his grasp, hit the parapet, fell over, bounded off the pole of a barber's shop beneath and then clattered on the 

pavement. 

Then the dying man on the roof crumpled up and fell forward. The body turned over and over in space and hit the 

ground with a dull thud. Then it lay still. 

The sniper looked at his enemy falling and he shuddered. The lust of battle died in him. He became bitten by 



 

remorse. The sweat stood out in beads on his forehead. Weakened by his wound and the long summer day of fasting and 

watching on the roof, he revolted from the sight of the shattered mass of his dead enemy. His teeth chattered, he began to 

gibber to himself, cursing the war, cursing himself, cursing everybody. 

He looked at the smoking revolver in his hand, and with an oath he hurled it to the roof at his feet. The revolver 

went off with a concussion and the bullet whizzed past the sniper's head. He was frightened back to his senses by the 

shock. His nerves steadied. The cloud of fear scattered from his mind and he laughed. 

Taking the whiskey flask from his pocket, he emptied it a drought. He felt reckless under the influence of the spirit. 

He decided to leave the roof now and look for his company commander, to report. Everywhere around was quiet. There 

was not much danger in going through the streets. He picked up his revolver and put it in his pocket. Then he crawled 

down through the skylight to the house underneath. 

When the sniper reached the laneway on the street level, he felt a sudden curiosity as to the identity of the enemy 

sniper whom he had killed. He decided that he was a good shot, whoever he was. He wondered did he know him. Perhaps 

he had been in his own company before the split in the army. He decided to risk going over to have a look at him. He 

peered around the corner into O'Connell Street. In the upper part of the street there was heavy firing, but around here all 

was quiet. 

The sniper darted across the street. A machine gun tore up the ground around him with a hail of bullets, but he 

escaped. He threw himself face downward beside the corpse. The machine gun stopped. 

Then the sniper turned over the dead body and looked into his brother's face. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

“Names” 
When we arrived in New York City, our names changed almost immediately. At Immigration, the officer asked my 

father, Mister Elbures, if he had anything to declare. My father shook his head no, and we were waved through. I was too afraid 
we wouldn’t be let in if I corrected the man’s punctuation, but I said our name to myself, opening my mouth wide for the organ 
blast of a. trilling my tongue for the drumroll of the r, All-vabrrr-es! How could anyone get Elbures out of that orchestra of 
sound? 

At the hotel my mother was Missus Alburest, and I was little girl, as in, “Hey, little girl, stop riding the elevator up and 
down. It’s not a toy.” 

We moved into our new apartment building, the super called my father Mister Alberase, and the neighbors who became 
mother’s friends pronounced her name Jewlee-ah instead of Hoo-lee-ah. I, her namesake, was known as Hoo-lee-tah at home. 
But at school I was Judy or Judith, and once an English teacher mistook me for Juliet. 

It took me a while to get used to my new names. I wondered if I shouldn’t correct my teachers and new friends. But my 
mother argued that it didn’t matter. “You know what your friend Shakespeare said, ‘A rose by any other name would smell as 
sweet’.” My family had gotten into the habit of calling any famous author “my friend” because I had begun to write poems and 
stories in English class. 

By the time I was in high school, I was a popular kid, and it showed in my name. Friends called me Jules or Hey Jude, 
and once a group of troublemaking friends my mother forbade me to hang out with called me Alcatraz. I was Hoo-lee-tah only 
to Mami and Papi and uncles and aunts who came over to eat sancocho on Sunday afternoons old world folk whom I would 
just as soon go back to where they came from and leave me to pursue whatever mischief I wanted to in America. JUDY 
ALCATRAZ, the name on the “Wanted” poster would read. Who would ever trace her to me? 

My older sister had the hardest time getting an American name for herself because Mauricia did not translate into 
English. Ironically, although she had the most foreign-sounding name, she and I were the Americans in the family. We had been 
born in New York City when our parents had first tried immigration and then gone back “home,” too homesick to stay. My 
mother often told the story of how she had almost changed my sister’s name in the hospital. 

After the delivery, Mami and some other new mothers were cooing over their new baby sons and daughters and 
exchanging names and weights and delivery stories. My mother was embarrassed among the Sallys and Janes and Georges and 
Johns to reveal the rich, noisy name of Mauricia, so when her turn came to brag, she gave her baby’s name as Maureen. 

“Why’d ya give her an Irish name with so many pretty Spanish names to choose from?” one of the women asked. 



 

My mother blushed and admitted her baby’s real name to the group. Her mother in-law had recently died, she apologized, and 
her husband had insisted that the first daughter be named after his mother, Mauran. My mother thought it the ugliest name 
she had ever heard, and she talked my father into what she believed was an improvement, a combination of Mauran and her 
own mother’s name, Felicia. 

“Her name is Mao-ree-shee-ah,” my mother said to the group of women. 
“Why, that’s a beautiful name,” the new mothers cried. “Moor-ee-sha, Moor-eesha,” they cooed into the pink blanket. 

Moor-ee-sha it was when we returned to the States eleven years later. Sometimes American tongues found even that 
mispronunciation tough to say and called her Maria or Marsha or Maudy from her nickname Maury. I pitied her. What an awful 
name to have to transport across borders! 

My little sister, Ana, had the easiest time of all. She was plain Anne-that is, only her name was plain, for she turned out 
to be the pale, blond “American beauty” in the family. The only Hispanic thing about her was the affectionate nicknames her 
boyfriends sometimes gave her. Anita, or, as one goofy guy used to sing to her to the tune of the banana advertisement Anita 
Banana. 

Later, during her college years in the late sixties, there was a push to pronounce Third World names correctly. I 
remember calling her long distance at her group house and a roommate answering. 

“Can I speak to Ana?” I asked, pronouncing her name the American way. 
“Ana?” The man’s voice hesitated. “Oh! You must mean Ah-nah!” 
Our first few years in the States, though, ethnicity was not yet “in.” Those were the blond, blue-eyed, bobby-sock years 

of junior high and high school before the sixties ushered in peasant blouses, hoop earrings, serapes. My initial desire to be 
known by my correct Dominican name faded. I just wanted to be Judy and merge with the Sallys and the Janes in my class. But, 
inevitably, my accent and coloring gave me away. “So where are you from, Judy?”  

“New York,” I told my classmates. After all, I had been born blocks away at Columbia- Presbyterian Hospital. 
“I mean, originally.” 
“From the Caribbean,” I answered vaguely, for if I specified, no one was quite sure on what continent our island was 

located. 
“Really? I’ve been to Bermuda. We went last April for spring vacation. I got the worst sunburn! So, are you from 

Portoriko?” 
“No,” I sighed. “From the Dominican Republic.” 



 

 “Where’s that?” 
“South of Bermuda.” 
They were just being curious, I knew, but I burned with shame whenever they singled me out as a “foreigner,” a rare, 

exotic friend. 
“Say your name in Spanish, oh, please say it!” I had made mouths drop one day by rattling off my full name, which, 

according to the Dominican custom, included my middle names, Mother’s and Father’s surnames for four generations back. 
“Julia Altagracia María Teresa Álverez Tavares Perello Espaillat Julia Pérez Rochet González.” I pronounced it slowly, a name as 
chaotic with sounds as a Middle Eastern bazaar or market day in a South American village. 

My Dominican heritage was never more apparent than when my extended family attended school occasions. For my 
graduation, they all came, the whole lot of aunts and uncles and the many little cousins who snuck in without tickets. They sat 
in the first row in order to better understand the Americans’ fast-spoken English. But how could they listen when they were 
constantly speaking among themselves in florid-sounding phrases, rococo consonants, rich, rhyming vowel? 

Introducing them to my friends was a further trial to me. These relatives had such complicated names and there were 
so many of them, and their relationships to myself were so convoluted. There was my Tía Josefina, who was not really an aunt 
but a much older cousin. And her daughter, Aida Margarita, who was adopted, una hija de crianza. My uncle of affection, Tío 
José, brought my madrina Tia Amelia and her comadre Tía Pilar. My friends rarely had more than a “Mom and Dad” to 
introduce. 

After the commencement ceremony, my family waited outside in the parking lot while my friends and I signed 
yearbooks with nicknames which recalled our high school good times: “Beans” and “Pepperoni” and “Alcatraz.” We hugged and 
cried and promised to keep in touch. 

Our goodbyes went on too long. I heard my father’s voice calling out across the parking lot, “Hoo-lee-tah! Vámonos!” 
Back home, my tíos and tías and primas, Mami and Papi, and mis hermanas had a party were many gifts-that was a plus to a 
large family! I got several wallets and a suitcase with my initials and a graduation charm from my godmother and money from 
my uncles. The biggest gift was a portable typewriter from my parents for writing my stories and poems. 

Someday, the family predicted, my name would be well-known throughout the United States. I laughed to myself, 
wondering which one I would go by. 

 
 



 

 
Non-Fiction Essays 

“Losing Everything, Except What Really Matters” 

As the flight to Birmingham began its descent, the passenger in 8B, a barrel of a man wearing a camouflage baseball 

cap, peered out the window at the disfigured sprawl of Tuscaloosa below. There, he said, pointing: that light brown scar 

marks the tornado’s path. 

After studying it in silence, he snapped a few photographs with a cellphone that had in its memory another 

photograph, sent to him just hours earlier, of a one-story brick house that had been all but destroyed by that same 

tornado. 

His house. 

His name is Corey Soper, and he is 33. He lives just outside Tuscaloosa, but works as a welder on a pipeline in 

Nevada, because that is where the work is. Now, after a heart-pounding day of worrying from a distance for the safety of 

his wife and two young children, he was coming home to a broken house, clutching a blue luggage ticket that represented 

the only clothes he had left. 

And yet he considered himself lucky, so very lucky. His family is safe, he said, his voice tight. “And now we can 

build new memories.” 

For days now, those not in the path of the dozens of tornadoes that spun mayhem and death across several states on 

Wednesday have mostly experienced it through aerial photographs and film footage that tend to blend into one 

dispassionate tableau of destruction: stripped foundations, upside-down cars, bits of wood and brick that once were 

homes. Imagining the roar of freight trains and bee swarms, you can almost fool yourself into believing you were there. 

Almost. 

But if you were able to zoom in, as though with a click of a newly updated version of Google Earth, you might come 

in closer, closer, closer, to one house on Rifle Range Road in Cottondale, where the roof has been swept away, bits of 

insulation cling to the grass like artificial snow and an eight-foot tree branch pierces the living room wall. This is the home 

of a very fortunate man. 

He is fortunate because his wife, Alicia, 31, grew up with tornadoes and knows enough not to test them. When she 

was about 8, a tornado destroyed her home; when she was 12, another tornado destroyed her home. Now she is all weather 

all the time, listening to her hero, a local meteorologist named James Spann, and following reports from the National 



 

Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration. 

So, when reports came on Wednesday of a “bruiser” of a storm, she chose not to use the storm cellar installed on 

their property, at her insistence, shortly after they bought their home in 2006. “Something told me, ‘You have to leave 

here,’ ” she said. 

Ms. Soper gathered the two children — Tommy, 10, and Gracelynn, 8 — and drove her black S.U.V. to the DCH 

Regional Medical Center, a Tuscaloosa fortress, where her sister Michelle works as a scheduling clerk. 

Meanwhile, her husband was in Nevada with his heart in Alabama. Mr. Soper watched the Weather Channel while 

talking to his wife, until their cellphone connection died. As he frantically tried to get back in touch, the tornado passed by 

the medical center, changing the air pressure so drastically that the ears of his family were popping. 

All day Thursday, while her husband caught flights from Las Vegas to Houston to Birmingham, a numbed Ms. 

Soper sat on the smashed porch of her broken house and wept. Around her lay water-stained family photographs, and 

pieces of family bric-a-brac, and the three brick pillars that once supported the porch roof, still missing. She could find no 

strength. 

“I lost it,” she said. “My neighbor held me while I cried.” 

But once her Corey showed up Thursday evening, as the sun was setting and a coolness was coming to the 

pine-scented air, she found her strength again. He had driven through his devastated neighborhood, past the smashed 

cars and the downed power lines and the piece of metal wrapped in a bow in the trees, and he was home. 

Mr. Soper looked around. It was not as it had appeared in that cellphone photograph. It was real. 

The tornado had pried off the roof, collected some of the family mementos stored in the attic and distributed Soper 

photographs and Soper memories among the neighborhood’s oak and sour-gum trees. It had exposed both the kitchen and 

the master bedroom to the sky. It had spackled the Whirlpool oven and the Kenmore dishwasher with green vegetation. It 

had possibly damaged the foundation, buckled what remained of the ceiling and blessed all Soper belongings with water. 

At the same time, it had not disturbed the four Holiday Barbies from their perches of honor in Gracelynn’s 

bedroom, nor rearranged any of the Alabama Crimson Tide posters in Tommy’s bedroom. Even Ms. Soper’s silver hoop 

earrings, weightless things, sat where she had last placed them on the counter in the ruined bathroom. A consolation prize, 

it seemed. 

After spending Thursday night with Ms. Soper’s grandmother in Brookwood, the Soper family returned to Rifle 

Range Road early Friday morning to face the inevitable question: Could their home be salvaged? The home where every 



 

birthday was celebrated? Where Ms. Soper’s extended family gathered every Christmas Day? Where you could sit on the 

porch and hear Roger across the street, a good neighbor, strumming his banjo to celebrate another Alabama night? 

It remained to be seen. But the family had its strength back. 

Mr. Soper, meanwhile, led a small army of power-saw-toting relatives and friends in clearing the jumble of fallen 

trees from his two-acre lot. If a tornado’s call sounds like freight trains and bees, humankind’s response sounds like 

growling, determined power saws. 

He worked through the warm day, not a cloud in the sky, and into dusk, well aware that others in this state were 

mourning their dead. Sweat-stained and flecked with sawdust, he occasionally looked up to see his wife and his two 

children in their altered yard, working, making new memories. 

 

 

“Drowning In Dishes, But Finding A Home” 

The people who make a difference in your life come in all types. Some write on a chalkboard. Some wear a sports 

uniform. Some wear a suit and tie. For me, that person wore a tie with a Pizza Hut logo on it. 

I started working at Pizza Hut in December 1989, when I was a freshman in high school. Parents in my small 

western Colorado town encouraged teenagers to work in the service industry after school and on weekends. It kept us out 

of trouble. 

Having a job also kept me out of the house. I grew up mostly with my mother, and I never knew my biological 

father. My younger sister, younger brother and I went through a series of stepfathers. My relationship with those men was 

almost always fraught, and I was always looking for reasons to be away from home. 

The Pizza Hut was old, and in the back it had three giant sinks instead of a dishwasher. One basin was for soapy 

water, one for rinsing and the other for sanitizing, using a tablet that made me cough when I dropped it into the hot water. 

All new employees started by washing dishes and busing tables. If they proved their mettle, they learned to make pizzas, 

cut and serve them on wooden paddles and take orders. 

On my first night, the dishes piled up after the dinner rush: plates, silverware, cups and oily black deep-dish pans, 

which came clean only with a lot of soap and scrubbing in steaming-hot water. I couldn’t keep up, and stacks of dishes 

formed on all sides of me. Every time I made a dent in the pile, the call came back for help clearing tables out front, and I 



 

returned with brown tubs full of more dirty dishes. 

At home, the chore I hated most was dishes. A few years earlier, my mother’s then boyfriend instilled a loathing of 

that task by making me scrub the Teflon off a cookie sheet, believing that it was grease, while he sat on the couch and 

smoked cigarettes. That boyfriend was gone, but another with a different set of problems had taken his place. 

My shift was supposed to end at 9 p.m., but when I asked to leave, the manager, Jeff, shook his head. “Not until the 

work is done,” he said. “You leave a clean station.” I was angry and thought about quitting, but I scrubbed, rinsed and 

sanitized until after 10 that night. 

I stayed on dish duty for weeks. My heart sank every time I arrived at work and saw my name written next to 

“dishes” on the position chart. I spent my shifts behind those steel sinks, being splashed with greasy water. After work, my 

red-and-white-checked button-up shirt and gray polyester pants smelled like onions, olives and oil. At home, I sometimes 

found green peppers in my socks. I hated every minute I spent on dish duty, and I wasn’t afraid to let everyone around me 

know it. 

One slow midweek night, when I managed to catch up on dishes and clean out the sinks early, I asked Jeff when I 

could do something different. “Do you know why you’re still doing dishes?” he asked. “Because you keep complaining 

about it.” Nobody likes to work with a complainer, he said. But, he promised, if I continued to leave a clean station and not 

complain, next week he would put me on the “make table,” where pizzas were assembled before being put into the oven. 

A few days later, when I reported for my after-school shift, I saw my name penciled not in the “dishes” box but in 

the “make table” box. I was ecstatic. 

Jeff had a special way of running his restaurant. From a crop of teenagers, he assembled a team of employees who 

cared about their work — and one another. Most of my best friends from high school also worked at Pizza Hut, and some 

of my best memories were made under that red roof. 

Pizza Hut became not only my escape from home but also, in many ways, an alternate home. In my real home, I felt 

unstable and out of control. At work, the path seemed clear: Work hard and do things right, and you will succeed. This 

model had not seemed possible before. 

Our staff was like a second family. We had all-day staff parties that started with rafting trips and ended with dinner 

and movies. Most of us played on a softball team. We went camping together. We had water fights in the parking lot and 

played music on the jukebox, turned up to full blast, after all the customers had left. 

Jeff was the leader of this unlikely family. He was about 15 years older than me and had recently gone through a 



 

divorce. I never considered it at the time, because he seemed to be having as much fun as everyone else, but if I was using 

my job to create the family I wish I’d had, it was possible that he was, too. 

Senior year arrived, and though I loved that job, I knew I would go to college the next fall. I was an A student in 

class but probably about a C-minus in applying to schools. My mom hadn’t gone to college, and I didn’t have a lot of 

logistical or financial support at home. I had received a pile of brochures from colleges, but I didn’t know where to start — 

and, at $40, every application fee cost me half a day’s pay. 

A guidance counselor persuaded me to apply to Boston University, which seemed great, primarily because of its 

distance from Colorado. The scholarship application had to be in by the end of November — and I was definitely not going 

there without a big scholarship. But maybe because of the fee or because of my sheer cluelessness, I kept putting off the 

application. 

I still had not mailed it the day before it was due. At work that day, I offhandedly mentioned to Jeff that an 

application was due the next day but that I hadn’t mailed it. He opened a drawer and took out an overnight envelope. He 

told me to stop what I was doing, leave work and send the application immediately. I protested about the expense of 

overnight postage, but he said he would cover it. 

Before I headed to college, I told Jeff that I would come back to work over winter break. While I was away, he was 

promoted to regional manager, and a different person was put in charge of our store. I went back anyway, and though I 

did my best to enjoy it, the magic was gone. The family had dispersed, and I felt free to shift my mind-set to college and 

the future. 

 I have kept in touch with Jeff over the years. We usually meet for lunch when I’m in town. Sometimes we even have 

pizza. 

Washing dishes for Jeff was grueling, greasy work. But then again, making a pizza, or driving a truck, or baking a 

cake, or any of countless other jobs are not always enjoyable in themselves, either. Out of all the lessons I learned from 

that guy in the Pizza Hut tie, maybe the biggest is that any job can be the best job if you have the right boss. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 


