THE POWER OF READING 

Our extensive day at the Common Ground Fair is finally over. Everyone in our group is tired. Our legs hurt, and we want to go home. Mom and I head to the bus on which we traveled here. We find seats in the back, dreading the long, bumpy ride home. Seconds before our anticipated departure, a young man, maybe twenty, climbs onto the bus. He's wearing baggy worn jeans and a ripped shirt. 

"Is this the bus to Damariscotta?" he asks. When someone nods, he makes his way to the back, sits down in the seat across from mine, and smiles. Returning his toothless grin, I smile back. He takes off his coat and uses it as a pillow against the cold window. For a moment he stares blankly into space; then he seizes his backpack. Grabbing a book, Animal Farm, he rearranges his pillow. 

Somehow this strikes me as peculiar. I'd never expect him to be reading a book, especially this one, and I don't know what to think. I picture someone like him sitting at home in a trailer, watching televi​sion, a high school drop out. So as the bus moves through the night, I create a new life for him. I think of all the possibilities, and when I am done I glance over at him; I'm surprised to find that he is looking at me. We fly over a bump, and everyone lurches forward. 

Then I, too, take out my book and start to read. My hands shake from the movement of the bus. I glance over at the man again; this time he is not looking at me. He is concentrating on his book. His eyes don't move off the pages of the ancient paperback. 

I watch him for a long time, and then I realize that he has destroyed a stereotype. He has shown me that you don't have to be comfortably middle class to be literate. You don't have to live in a nice house or aspire to college and the white-collar world. Anyone can read. Everyone can be sucked into a book and feel and taste the beautiful words and deep ideas that an author has sent out into the world. 

The bus pulls into the elementary school parking lot, where we will be dropped off. Before I climb into our old Volvo, I watch the man get into a car with someone; I watch him disappear. Mom and I go home, but I don't forget the man. When I get back to my big house, I can still picture him, his clothes wrapped around his small body, his hands wrapped around his book. 

I search the shelves, longing to find what I am looking for: Orwell's Animal Farm. I see it and reach for it, then clutch it to my chest. I curl up in the cozy chair in our living room. I picture him curled up in the bus, his knees pulled to his chin, bis battered paperback shaking in his hands. And I know that we are connected by the power of reading. 

-Colleen Connell 
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