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Doing Dishes 

 My most intense memories as a child involve water. I remember one of my chores was to wash and 

rinse the dishes. The water when washing the dishes would be so hot I could barely stand it, but I knew 

that is how the dishes got clean so I washed them grudgingly. My favorite part was rinsing the dishes. I 

would put the water on the coolest setting and somehow that sealed the dishes, refined them. The heat 

was always worth it when I got to feel that coolness on my hands, like a ritual for the dishes as well as 

for me. The practice of washing away the grime; the food chunks in the bowls, on the plates, and 

remnants left on silverware, reminds me of the grime and monotony of life. Going to work day in and 

day out, repetition, Groundhog Day. The rinsing is the refining of skills, the pursuit of a college 

education. We all can wash the dishes, but are we rinsing them?  

 By the time this contest is over I will be thirty-three. Looking back I realize why I am just now 

pursuing a degree. I had a warped perception that a degree held no real weight to the outcome of having 

a successful career. I learned this from my dad, not to incriminate him, but I considered him reasonably 

successful in his career with no more formal education than the equivalence to a high school degree. 

What I did not add into the equation were two things; my father had found a niche, he started computer 

programming at 16, and he started his career during a time when having a degree was less necessary 

than it is now. I had the false notion that things would flow right along for me as well.  

 Instead of finding myself in a fulfilling career I found myself working at a bread factory. I was 

grateful for a job but the bread factory was the motivating force that pushed me to go back to school. I 

worked twelve to sixteen hours a day. The first six months at the bakery I was either stacking large 

trays of bread or throwing empty trays onto a conveyor belt with no end in sight. The first two weeks I 

could barely move my arms after stacking trays all day. The heat of the bakery reminds me of the heat 



of washing the dishes, the sameness of the job wearing on me. I wanted to be able to learn and grow in 

a field that interested me. The thought of going back to school terrified me, but the thought of staying 

stagnant in the heat and sameness terrified me more. 

 Luckily, I decided to go back to school. I remember the first time I almost gave up at Roane State. 

I was taking Statistics my first semester, math is not my forte, and I had made an appointment at the 

Learning Center with a tutor. There was this peppy woman at the front desk who greeted me and 

showed me to my tutor. Apparently I had signed up for a group tutoring session with several other 

students. I remember thinking, “What am I doing here? There is too much going on and I will never be 

able to focus. Math is too hard. Maybe school is not my thing.” I got up and walked out, heading 

towards my car. I got halfway down the hallway and stopped, realizing I would never make it in school 

if I let my fears consume me. My dad once told me, “You can never fail if you never give up.” In that 

moment I had to go back in there and try. When hard work and dedication pays off it keeps me going. 

When it does not pay off I keep going because I have learned to be resilient in the presence of a 

challenging experience. These experiences remind me of that cool rinsing water, revealing I have the 

opportunity to refine my skills and pursue a college education. 

 There is a mantra in a common twelve step program that says, “Lost dreams awaken, new 

possibilities arise.” This is what college does for me, it opens my mind to new possibilities. The classes 

I take open up that stream in my mind, channeling the vastness of the universe, honing my skills, and 

offering me ways to solve problems. It is not so much about the piece of paper, but about the 

experience of going to college. College has revealed my habits, my outlook on life, what drives me, 

and what I want to pursue. I believe we all have a stream flowing through our minds directing us where 

we want to go. Whether we listen to that cool refining stream is up to us. 

 


