Reading Books on the Night Shift
by Richard Flaville
His name was Albert Chudleith Long.  I had been working at the auto club in Philadelphia for three years when he started in the summer of 1952.  He told me to call him “Chud.”

He had just graduated from Ohio State with a major in English Lit and would only be working for the summer.  He had a job starting in September teaching English in a high school in Cincinnati.

We were about the same age (22), were married, and each of us was expecting our first child, so we had a lot in common.  Except what we read.  Chud always had a book under his arm, usually a huge book, while I was reading only detective stories.

We worked answering telephones for members of the auto club who needed road service or directions to nearby sites or points of interest in the Philadelphia area.  This meant the department was open 24 hours a day, every day.  As “senior man” I was in charge of scheduling, and when I got to know Chud, I would try to schedule us on the same shifts.  We got along well.

One night on the midnight to 8 a.m. shift, I asked him about the book he was reading.  It was Volume Two of Carl Sandberg’s biography of Lincoln, “The War Years.”  He told me the biography was in four volumes, and gave me a sense of the story and writing. The night shift was never busy after 1 a.m., so we had a lot of time to talk.  He was a natural-born teacher, and I was fascinated.  We talked all night.  I was surprised when the sun came through the window.  After we got off, I went to the library and took out Volume One to read and discuss with him.  Then I read Volumes Two, Three and Four.  We discussed them as we read.  It was great.

I asked Chud to make up a list of books he thought I should read. He was reluctant at first, but I persisted and he finally agreed.  The list included Hemingway, Stegner, Sinclair Lewis, Steinbeck, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Thornton Wilder, John O’Hara, William Shirer, Michener, Salinger, plays by Arthur Miller, poems by Robert Frost, and Civil War books by Bruce Catton.

I would read and then Chud and I would talk about what I read.  He’d say, “What did you think of Faulkner?”  I’d say, “He should write one more, then quit.  His characters are all crazy, and the plots make no sense.”  He would then proceed to point out what he considered Faulkner’s strong points and we’d argue.  It was terrific!

Every two weeks I’d go to the library and take out an armful of books.  I was like a man who had been on a desert island for years and was starved for books.

Near the end of the summer his daughter was born.  They named her Stormy.  I thought that was a great name.

He left in September, and I never saw or heard from him again. This man did more to enrich my life than anyone I’ve ever known, and yet I didn’t even tell him, “thanks.”

So, Chud, if you ever see this: Thank you. You were a great teacher. Say “hi” to Stormy.

Dick Flaville is retired and lives in Lansing.

