
Before Reading

One Last Time
Memoir by Gary Soto

What can you learn

from a JOB?
Does the thought of taking out the trash make you groan?  Would you 
rather stay in bed than deliver newspapers on a rainy morning?  Lots 
of times, jobs don’t sound fun.  But they can teach important lessons 
and help you figure out your goals for the future.  In this memoir, the 
author discovers that finding out what he doesn’t want to do is almost 
as important as finding out what he does want to do.

QUICKWRITE What have you learned from a job?  Whether it was inside 
or outside your home, describe a job you’ve had or a chore you’ve done 
and the lessons you took away from it. 

838

READING 8 Draw conclusions 
about how an author’s 
sensory language creates 
imagery. 9 Draw conclusions 
about the author’s purpose 
in cultural, historical, and 
contemporary contexts.
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Meet the Author
 literary analysis: author’s purpose

Authors usually write for one or more purposes.  They might 
want to express thoughts or feelings, to inform or explain, to 
persuade, to entertain, or to achieve some combination of these 
goals.  When you understand an author’s purpose, it can help 
you better comprehend what you read.
 In this memoir, Gary Soto’s purpose is to explore his 
teenage years working as a field laborer.  As you read, look for 
statements and actions that reveal his thoughts and feelings 
about this work. 

 reading strategy: analyze sensory details
Sensory details are words and phrases that appeal to a reader’s 
five senses.  By using such details, a writer helps the reader 
create vivid mental pictures of settings, people, and events. 
 For example, in “One Last Time” Soto describes a bus that 
“started off in slow chugs”—a detail that helps you “hear” the 
rickety old bus.  As you read, look for two or three details that 
appeal to each sense and record them in a web.

Taste

Sensory
Details

Smell

Sight

Touch

Hearing “started off 
in slow chugs.”

 vocabulary in context
The words in Column A help Soto describe his jobs.  See how 
many you know by matching each word to the word or phrase 
in Column B that is closest in meaning.

Column A Column B
 1. ramble a. weak
 2. foreman b. angry
 3. grope c.  workers’ boss
 4. stoop d. bend over at the waist
 5. contractor e. unpleasant situation
 6. irate f. awkwardly grab for
 7. feeble g. talk on and on
 8. predicament h.  one who provides services for a price

Gary Soto
born 1952

Saved by Poetry 
Born to parents of Mexican descent, Gary 
Soto grew up in Fresno, California.  When 
Soto was five years old, his father died 
in an industrial accident, which left Soto 
feeling alone and confused.  Struggling in 
school, he assumed he would lead a life 
much like that of his parents, who worked 
at picking crops and other low-paying 
jobs.  However, he chose to enroll in 
college.  Soto planned to study geography, 
but in his second year, he stumbled 
across a book of modern American 
poetry.  This book changed his goals for 
the future.  Soto was inspired to become 
a writer and began studying literature.  
Writing poetry and prose helped him 
reflect on his life and express himself in 
a new way.

Writing from Experience 
Soto began writing for young readers in 
the 1990s.  In his poetry and fiction, he 
draws on his personal experience in books 
such as Baseball in April and Other Stories 
(1990), which describes the joys and 
challenges of Mexican-American boys and 
girls living in California.  Soto also began 
writing biographies and other nonfiction.  
He says the greatest challenge of writing 
nonfiction is “making it exciting,” 
although he adds that any reader who 
claims to be bored by the book should “cut 
grapes for a season.  Then he or she will 
know boredom.”

Complete the activities in your Reader/Writer Notebook.

Go to thinkcentral.com.
KEYWORD: HML8-839

Author 
Online

thinkcentral.com.
KEYWORD: HML8-839

Author 
Online
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Gary Soto

Yesterday I saw the movie Gandhi1 and recognized a few of the people—
not in the theater but in the film. I saw my relatives, dusty and thin as 

sparrows, returning from the fields with hoes balanced on their shoulders. 
The workers were squinting, eyes small and veined, and were using their 
hands to say what there was to say to those in the audience with popcorn. . . . 
I didn’t have any, though. I sat thinking of my family and their years in the 
fields, beginning with Grandmother who came to the United States after the 
Mexican revolution2 to settle in Fresno where she met her husband and bore 
children, many of them. She worked in the fields around Fresno, picking 
grapes, oranges, plums, peaches, and cotton, dragging a large white sack like 
a sled. She worked in the packing houses, Bonner and Sun-Maid Raisin, where 
she stood at a conveyor belt passing her hand over streams of raisins to pluck 
out leaves and pebbles. For over twenty years she worked at a machine that 
boxed raisins until she retired at sixty-five. a

Grandfather worked in the fields, as did his children. Mother also found 
herself out there when she separated from Father for three weeks. I remember 
her coming home, dusty and so tired that she had to rest on the porch before 
she trudged inside to wash and start dinner. I didn’t understand the complaints 
about her ankles or the small of her back, even though I had been in the grape 
fields watching her work. With my brother and sister I ran in and out of the 
rows; we enjoyed ourselves and pretended not to hear Mother scolding us to 
sit down and behave ourselves. A few years later, however, I caught on when 
I went to pick grapes rather than play in the rows.

10

20

 1. Gandhi (gänPdC): a 1982 film biography of Mohandas Gandhi (1869–1948), an Indian spiritual and 
political leader who, through nonviolent struggle, forced England to grant India’s independence.

 2. Mexican revolution (1910–1920): an armed conflict during which revolutionaries overthrew Mexico’s 
longtime dictator and reformed the government.
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What can you infer 
about the boys based 
on their posture and 
clothing?

a

 
AUTHOR’S 

PURPOSE

What does Soto think 
about when he sees the 
working people in the 
movie?  As you continue 
reading, notice how his 
family history affects his 
thoughts and feelings 
about field work.

Detail of Los Comaradas del 
Barrio (1976), Jesse Treviño. Acrylic on 

canvas, 36˝ × 48 .̋ Collection of the artist.
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fine art (or photography if necessary)

* try to not use art depicting hispanics in field

* try to find portrait of hispanic teen boy (from gary 

soto’s era)

* see if photos of soto’s family exist?

field with people/workers visible but not totally 

prominent

or 

grapes or grape fields
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Mother and I got up before dawn and ate quick bowls of cereal. She drove 
in silence while I rambled on how everything was now solved, how I was 
going to make enough money to end our misery and even buy her a beautiful 
copper tea pot, the one I had shown her in Long’s Drugs. When we arrived I 
was frisky and ready to go, self-consciously aware of my grape knife dangling at 
my wrist. I almost ran to the row the foreman had pointed out, but I returned 
to help Mother with the grape pans and jug of water. She told me to settle 
down and reminded me not to lose my knife. I walked at her side and listened 
to her explain how to cut grapes; bent down, hands on knees, I watched her 
demonstrate by cutting a few bunches into my pan. She stood over me as I 
tried it myself, tugging at a bunch of grapes that pulled loose like beads from 
a necklace. “Cut the stem all the way,” she told me as last advice before she 
walked away, her shoes sinking in the loose dirt, to begin work on her own row.

I cut another bunch, then another, fighting the snap and whip of vines. 
After ten minutes of groping for grapes, my first pan brimmed with bunches. 
I poured them on the paper tray, which was bordered by a wooden frame that 
kept the grapes from rolling off, and they spilled like jewels from a pirate’s 
chest. The tray was only half filled, so I hurried to jump under the vines and 
begin groping, cutting, and tugging at the grapes again. I emptied the pan, 
raked the grapes with my hands to make them look like they filled the tray, 
and jumped back under the vine on my knees. I tried to cut faster because 
Mother, in the next row, was slowly moving ahead. I peeked into her row and 
saw five trays gleaming in the early morning. I cut, pulled hard, and stopped 
to gather the grapes that missed the pan; already bored, I spat on a few to wash 
them before tossing them like popcorn into my mouth. b

So it went. Two pans equaled one tray—or six cents. By lunchtime I had 
a trail of thirty-seven trays behind me while Mother had sixty or more. We 
met about halfway from our last trays, and I sat down with a grunt, knees wet 
from kneeling on dropped grapes. I washed my hands with the water from the 
jug, drying them on the inside of my shirt sleeve before I opened the paper 
bag for the first sandwich, which I gave to Mother. I dipped my hand in again 
to unwrap a sandwich without looking at it. I took a first bite and chewed it 
slowly for the tang of mustard. Eating in silence I looked straight ahead at the 
vines, and only when we were finished with cookies did we talk.

“Are you tired?” she asked.
“No, but I got a sliver from the frame,” I told her. I showed her the web of 

skin between my thumb and index finger. She wrinkled her forehead but said 
it was nothing.

“How many trays did you do?”
I looked straight ahead, not answering at first. I recounted in my mind the 

whole morning of bend, cut, pour again and again, before answering a feeble 
“thirty-seven.” No elaboration, no detail. Without looking at me she told me 
how she had done field work in Texas and Michigan as a child. But I had a 
difficult time listening to her stories. I played with my grape knife, stabbing it 

30

40

50

60
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b

 
SENSORY DETAILS

What details in lines 
37–48 help you under-
stand the experience of 
cutting grapes?  Add this 
information to your web. 

foreman (fôrPmEn) n. the 
leader of a work crew 

grope (grIp) v. to reach 
about with uncertainty

feeble (fCPbEl) adj. weak 
or faint

ramble (rBmPbEl) v. to talk 
at length and aimlessly
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into the ground, but stopped when Mother reminded me that I had better not 
lose it. I left the knife sticking up like a small, leafless plant. She then talked 
about school, the junior high I would be going to that fall, and then about 
Rick and Debra, how sorry they would be that they hadn’t come out to pick 
grapes because they’d have no new clothes for the school year. She stopped 
talking when she peeked at her watch, a bandless one she kept in her pocket. 
She got up with an “Ay, Dios,” 3 and told me that we’d work until three, leaving 
me cutting figures in the sand with my knife and dreading the return to work. 

Finally I rose and walked slowly back to where I had left off, again kneeling 
under the vine and fixing the pan under bunches of grapes. By that time, 11:30, 
the sun was over my shoulder and made me squint and think of the pool at the 
Y.M.C.A. where I was a summer member. I saw myself diving face first into the 
water and loving it. I saw myself gleaming like something new, at the edge of the 
pool. I had to daydream and keep my mind busy because boredom was a terror 
almost as awful as the work itself. My mind went dumb with stupid things, and 
I had to keep it moving with dreams of baseball and would-be girlfriends. I even 
sang, however softly, to keep my mind moving, my hands moving. c

I worked less hurriedly and with less vision. I no longer saw that copper pot 
sitting squat on our stove or Mother waiting for it to whistle. The wardrobe 
that I imagined, crisp and bright in the closet, numbered only one pair of jeans 
and two shirts because, in half a day, six cents times thirty-seven trays was two 
dollars and twenty-two cents. It became clear to me. If I worked eight hours, I 
might make four dollars. I’d take this, even gladly, and walk downtown to look 
into store windows on the mall and long for the bright madras4 shirts from 
Walter Smith or Coffee’s, but settling for two imitation ones from Penney’s.

That first day I laid down seventy-three trays while Mother had a hundred 
and twenty behind her. On the back of an old envelope, she wrote out our 
numbers and hours. We washed at the pump behind the farm house and walked 
slowly to our car for the drive back to town in the afternoon heat. That evening 
after dinner I sat in a lawn chair listening to music from a transistor radio while 
Rick and David King played catch. I joined them in a game of pickle, but there 
was little joy in trying to avoid their tags because I couldn’t get the fields out of 
my mind: I saw myself dropping on my knees under a vine to tug at a branch 
that wouldn’t come off. In bed, when I closed my eyes, I saw the fields, yellow 
with kicked up dust, and a crooked trail of trays rotting behind me. d

The next day I woke tired and started picking tired. The grapes rained into 
the pan, slowly filling like a belly, until I had my first tray and started 

my second. So it went all day, and the next, and all through the following week, 
so that by the end of thirteen days the foreman counted out, in tens mostly, my 
pay of fifty-three dollars. Mother earned one hundred and forty-eight dollars. 
She wrote this on her envelope, with a message I didn’t bother to ask her about.

70

80

90

100

 3. Ay, Dios (F dC-IsP) Spanish: “Oh, God.”
 4. madras (mBdPrEs): cotton cloth, usually with a plaid pattern.
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Language Coach
Oral Fluency When 
English words start 
with the letters kn, the 
k is always silent.  Read 
aloud the sentence 
that begins in line 76, 
pronouncing the word 
kneeling correctly.

c

 
AUTHOR’S 

PURPOSE

What do Soto’s 
statements about work 
in lines 75 and 81–82 tell 
you about his attitude 
toward field work?  

d

 
AUTHOR’S 

PURPOSE

What effect does 
the author’s work 
environment have on his 
life away from work?
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The next day I walked with my friend Scott to the downtown mall where 
we drooled over the clothes behind fancy windows, bought popcorn, and sat 
at a tier of outdoor fountains to talk about girls. Finally we went into Penney’s 
for more popcorn, which we ate walking around, before we returned home 
without buying anything. It wasn’t until a few days before school that I let 
my fifty-three dollars slip quietly from my hands, buying a pair of pants, two 
shirts, and a maroon T-shirt, the kind that was in style. At home I tried them 
on while Rick looked on enviously; later, the day before school started, I tried 
them on again wondering not so much if they were worth it as who would see 
me first in those clothes.  

Along with my brother and sister I picked grapes until I was fifteen, 
before giving up and saying that I’d rather wear old clothes than stoop like 
a Mexican. Mother thought I was being stuck-up, even stupid, because there 
would be no clothes for me in the fall. I told her I didn’t care, but when Rick 
and Debra rose at five in the morning, I lay awake in bed feeling that perhaps 
I had made a mistake but unwilling to change my mind. That fall Mother 
bought me two pairs of socks, a packet of colored T-shirts, and underwear. 
The T-shirts would help, I thought, but who would see that I had new 
underwear and socks? I wore a new T-shirt on the first day of school, then an 
old shirt on Tuesday, then another T-shirt on Wednesday, and on Thursday 
an old Nehru shirt5 that was embarrassingly out of style. On Friday I changed 
into the corduroy pants my brother had handed down to me and slipped into 
my last new T-shirt. I worked like a magician, blinding my classmates, who 
were all clothes conscious and small-time social climbers, by arranging my 
wardrobe to make it seem larger than it really was. But by spring I had to 
do something—my blue jeans were almost silver and my shoes had lost their 
form, puddling like black ice around my feet. That spring of my sixteenth year, 

110

120

130

 5. Nehru (nAPrL) shirt: an Indian-style shirt with a stand-up collar.
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GRAMMAR IN 

CONTEXT

Reread the sentence 
that begins in line 
115 with “At home I 
tried. . .”  Notice how 
the two main clauses 
are separated by a 
semicolon.

Why might a setting like 
that in the picture be a 
difficult place for Soto to 
spend time?

stoop (stLp) v. to bend 
forward and down from 
the waist or the middle 
of the back

La Calle Cuatro (2001), Emigdio Vasquez. Oil on canvas, 22˝ × 28 .̋ © Emigdio Vasquez.
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Rick and I decided to take a labor bus to chop cotton. In his old Volkswagen, 
which was more noise than power, we drove on a Saturday morning to West 
Fresno—or Chinatown as some call it—parked, walked slowly toward a bus, 
and stood gawking at the . . . blacks, Okies,6 Tejanos7 with gold teeth, . . . 
Mexican families, and labor contractors shouting “Cotton” or “Beets,” the 
work of spring. e

We boarded the “Cotton” bus without looking at the contractor who stood 
almost blocking the entrance. . . . We boarded scared. . . . We sat . . . looking 
straight ahead, and only glanced briefly at the others who boarded, almost 
all of them broken and poorly dressed in loudly mismatched clothes. Finally 
when the contractor banged his palm against the side of the bus, the young 
man at the wheel, smiling and talking in Spanish, started the engine, idled 
it for a moment while he adjusted the mirrors, and started off in slow chugs. 
Except for the windshield there was no glass in the windows, so as soon as we 
were on the rural roads outside Fresno, the dust and sand began to be sucked 
into the bus, whipping about like irate wasps as the gravel ticked about us. We 
closed our eyes, clotted up our mouths that wanted to open with embarrassed 
laughter because we couldn’t believe we were on that bus with those people 
and the dust attacking us for no reason. f

When we arrived at a field we followed the others to a pickup where we each 
took a hoe and marched to stand before a row. Rick and I, self-conscious and 
unsure, looked around at the others who leaned on their hoes or squatted in 
front of the rows, almost all talking in Spanish, joking . . . all waiting for the 
foreman’s whistle to begin work. Mother had explained how to chop cotton by 
showing us with a broom in the backyard.

“Like this,” she said, her broom swishing down weeds. “Leave one plant 
and cut four—and cut them! Don’t leave them standing or the foreman will 
get mad.”

The foreman whistled and we started up the row stealing glances at other 
workers to see if we were doing it right. But after awhile we worked like we 
knew what we were doing, neither of us hurrying or falling behind. But slowly 
the clot of men, women, and kids began to spread and loosen. Even Rick 
pulled away. I didn’t hurry, though. I cut smoothly and cleanly as I walked at 
a slow pace, in a sort of funeral march. My eyes measured each space of cotton 
plants before I cut. If I missed the plants, I swished again. I worked intently, 
seldom looking up, so when I did I was amazed to see the sun, like a broken 
orange coin, in the east. It looked blurry, unbelievable, like something not of 
this world. I looked around in amazement, scanning the eastern horizon that 
was a taut line jutted with an occasional mountain. The horizon was beautiful, 
like a snapshot of the moon, in the early light of morning, in the quiet of no 
cars and few people. g
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160
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 6. Okies (IPkCz): people from Oklahoma and other midwestern states who moved to California to find 
work during the Great Depression of the 1930s.

 7. Tejanos (tA-häPnIs): Texans of Mexican ancestry.
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e

 
AUTHOR’S 

PURPOSE

Reread lines 119–141.  
What reasons does Soto 
give for rejecting field 
work?  Tell why his views 
change.

contractor (kJnPtrBkQtEr) 
n. one who agrees to 
provide services for a 
specific price 

irate (F-rAtP) adj. very 
angry

g

 
SENSORY DETAILS

What sensory details 
does Soto use to help 
you see the beauty of his 
surroundings?

f

 
SENSORY DETAILS

To help readers feel like 
they are experiencing 
the events on the page, 
a writer might describe 
an unfamiliar sensation 
by comparing it to 
something readers have 
already seen or heard.  
One way writers do 
this is by using similes, 
figures of speech that 
compare two unlike 
things using the words 
like or as.  Reread lines 
149–151 and identify the 
simile.  What two things 
are being compared? 

 TEKS 8
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The foreman trudged in boots in my direction, stepping awkwardly over 
the plants, to inspect the work. No one around me looked up. We all worked 
steadily while we waited for him to leave. When he did leave, with a feeble 
complaint addressed to no one in particular, we looked up smiling under straw 
hats and bandanas.

By 11:00, our lunch time, my ankles were hurting from walking on clods8 
the size of hardballs. My arms ached and my face was dusted by a wind that 
was perpetual, always busy whipping about. But the work was not bad, I 
thought. It was better, so much better, than picking grapes, especially with the 
hourly wage of a dollar twenty-five instead of piece work. Rick and I walked 
sorely toward the bus where we washed and drank water. Instead of eating 
in the bus or in the shade of the bus, we kept to ourselves by walking down 
to the irrigation canal9 that ran the length of the field, to open our lunch of 
sandwiches and crackers. We laughed at the crackers, which seemed like a cruel 
joke from our Mother, because we were working under the sun and the last 
thing we wanted was a salty dessert. We ate them anyway and drank more water 
before we returned to the field, both of us limping in exaggeration. Working 
side by side, we talked and laughed at our predicament because our Mother 
had warned us year after year that if we didn’t get on track in school we’d have 
to work in the fields and then we would see. We mimicked Mother’s whining 
voice and smirked at her smoky view of the future in which we’d be trapped by 
marriage and screaming kids. We’d eat beans and then we’d see. h

Rick pulled slowly away to the rhythm of his hoe falling faster and 
smoother. It was better that way, to work alone. I could hum made-up songs or 
songs from the radio and think to myself about school and friends. At the time 
I was doing badly in my classes, mainly because of a difficult stepfather, but 
also because I didn’t care anymore. All through junior high and into my first 
year of high school there were those who said I would never do anything, be 
anyone. They said I’d work like a donkey and marry the first Mexican girl that 
came along.  I was reminded so often, verbally and in the way I was treated at 
home, that I began to believe that chopping cotton might be a lifetime job for 
me. If not chopping cotton, then I might get lucky and find myself in a car 
wash or restaurant or junkyard. But it was clear; I’d work, and work hard. i

I cleared my mind by humming and looking about. The sun was directly 
above with a few soft blades of clouds against a sky that seemed bluer and more 
beautiful than our sky in the city. Occasionally the breeze flurried and picked 
up dust so that I had to cover my eyes and screw up my face. The workers were 
hunched, brown as the clods under our feet, and spread across the field that ran 
without end—fields that were owned by corporations, not families.

I hoed trying to keep my mind busy with scenes from school and pretend 
girlfriends until finally my brain turned off and my thinking went fuzzy 
with boredom. I looked about, no longer mesmerized by the beauty of the 
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 8. clods: hardened clumps of soil.
 9. irrigation canal: a ditch that brings water to crops.
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predicament 
(prG-dGkPE-mEnt) n. an 
unpleasant situation 
from which it is difficult 
to free oneself

h

 
SENSORY DETAILS

Which detail in lines 
182–198 most helps 
you feel what it was like 
to be with Soto and Rick 
that day?

i

 
AUTHOR’S 

PURPOSE

How might Soto’s 
experiences at school 
and home affect his 
expectations for himself?
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landscape, . . . no longer dreaming of the clothes I’d buy with my pay. My 
eyes followed my chopping as the plants, thin as their shadows, fell with each 
strike. I worked slowly with ankles and arms hurting, neck stiff, and eyes 
stinging from the dust and the sun that glanced off the field like a mirror.

By quitting time, 3:00, there was such an excruciating pain in my ankles 
that I walked as if I were wearing snowshoes. Rick laughed at me and I 
laughed too, embarrassed that most of the men were walking normally and I 
was among the first timers who had to get used to this work. “And what about 
you . . .” I came back at Rick. His eyes were meshed red and his long hippie 
hair was flecked with dust and gnats and bits of leaves. We placed our hoes in 
the back of a pickup and stood in line for our pay, which was twelve fifty. I 
was amazed at the pay, which was the most I had ever earned in one day, and 
thought that I’d come back the next day, Sunday. This was too good.

Instead of joining the others in the labor bus, we jumped in the back of 
a pickup when the driver said we’d get to town sooner and were welcome to 
join him. We scrambled into the truck bed to be joined by a heavy-set and 
laughing Tejano whose head was shaped like an egg, particularly so because the 
bandana he wore ended in a point on the top of his head. He laughed almost 
demonically as the pickup roared up the dirt path, a gray cape of dust rising 
behind us. On the highway, with the wind in our faces, we squinted at the 
fields as if we were looking for someone. The Tejano had quit laughing but was 
smiling broadly, occasionally chortling tunes he never finished. I was scared of 
him, though Rick, two years older and five inches taller, wasn’t. If the Tejano
looked at him, Rick stared back for a second or two before he looked away to 
the fields. j

I felt like a soldier coming home from war when we rattled into Chinatown. 
People leaning against car hoods stared, their necks following us, owl-like; . . . 
Chinese grocers stopped brooming their storefronts to raise their cadaverous 
faces at us. We stopped in front of the Chi Chi Club where Mexican music 
blared from the juke box and cue balls cracked like dull ice. The Tejano, who 
was dirty as we were, stepped awkwardly over the side rail, dusted himself off 
with his bandana, and sauntered into the club. k

Rick and I jumped from the back, thanked the driver who said de nada10

and popped his clutch, so that the pickup jerked and coughed blue smoke. We 
returned smiling to our car, happy with the money we had made and pleased 
that we had, in a small way, proved ourselves to be tough; that we worked as 
well as other men and earned the same pay.

We returned the next day and the next week until the season was over and 
there was nothing to do. I told myself that I wouldn’t pick grapes that summer, 
saying all through June and July that it was for Mexicans, not me. When August 
came around and I still had not found a summer job, I ate my words, sharpened 
my knife, and joined Mother, Rick, and Debra for one last time. �

220

230

240

250

260

 10. de nada (dE näPdE) Spanish: “You’re welcome—it’s nothing.” 
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Language Coach
Multiple Meaning 
Words Multiple 
meaning words 
have more than one 
meaning.  For example, 
the word pay can 
mean both “to give 
money in return for 
goods or services” 
or “money given in 
return for work.”  
Which meaning does 
the word pay have in 
line 219? 

j

 
SENSORY DETAILS

Reread lines 234–243.  
What details help you 
understand what the 
Tejano looks like and 
sounds like as he rides 
in the truck?

k

 
AUTHOR’S 

PURPOSE

Reread line 244.  What 
does Soto’s statement 
reflect about his 
attitude toward the 
work he’s been doing?
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Connect: Poem

5

10

15

Today it’s going to cost us twenty dollars 
To live. Five for a softball. Four for a book, 
A handful of ones for coffee and two sweet rolls, 
Bus fare, rosin1 for your mother’s violin. 
We’re completing our task. The tip I left 
For the waitress filters down 
Like rain, wetting the new roots of a child 
Perhaps, a belligerent cat that won’t let go 
Of a balled sock until there’s chicken to eat. 
As far as I can tell, daughter, it works like this: 
You buy bread from a grocery, a bag of apples 
From a fruit stand, and what coins 
Are passed on helps others buy pencils, glue, 
Tickets to a movie in which laughter 
Is thrown into their faces. 
If we buy a goldfish, someone tries on a hat. 
If we buy crayons, someone walks home with a broom. 
A tip, a small purchase here and there, 
And things just keep going. I guess.

 1. rosin (rJzPGn): a substance derived from tree sap that is used 
to increase sliding friction on stringed instruments’ bows.

Gary Soto

848 unit 7: history, culture, and the author
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After Reading

Comprehension
 1. Recall What does Gary Soto dream of buying his mother? 

 2. Recall What does Soto think about when he is bored at work?

 3. Summarize Describe Soto’s first day chopping cotton.

Literary Analysis
 4. Make Inferences How might Soto’s family history affect his thoughts and 

feelings about working in the fields?  Cite evidence from the story and the 
biography on page 839 to support your response. 

5. Analyze Sensory Details Review the sensory details you noted in your web.  
What single detail best captures for you what it was like to pick grapes or 
chop cotton? 

 6. Compare and Contrast Which does Soto like more, picking grapes or 
chopping cotton?  Note the similarities and differences between the two 
jobs.   Then explain why Soto prefers the one he does.

7. Examine Author’s Purpose In what ways do Gary Soto’s thoughts and feelings 
toward work change throughout the selection?  Consider what happens to 
Soto’s dreams the longer he works in the fields.  Track his attitude toward his 
jobs on a timeline like the one shown.  Record his positive feelings above the 
line and negative feelings below the line.

Positive

Feelings

enthusiastic about

job and making money

Negative

Feelings

 8. Compare Literary Works Think about Gary Soto’s childhood experiences as 
a field laborer.  What effect might they have had on the view of money he 
expresses in his poem “How Things Work” on page 848?  Explain.

Extension and Challenge
 9. Readers’ Circle Writers choose titles for their selections very carefully.  Why 

do you think Gary Soto titled this memoir “One Last Time”?  Reread the last 
paragraph of the memoir and think about the ideas Soto emphasizes.  Then, 
in small groups, brainstorm other possible titles.  Share your best idea with 
the class.

What can you learn from a JOB? 
What might Soto say he learned from his jobs working in the fields?  
Respond to the Quickwrite activity on page 838 as if you were Soto.

one last time 849

READING 8 Draw conclusions 
about how an author’s sensory 
language creates imagery. 9 Draw 
conclusions about the author’s 
purpose in cultural, historical, and 
contemporary contexts.
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Vocabulary in Context
 vocabulary practice

Show that you understand the vocabulary words by telling whether each 
statement is true or false.

 1. Someone who rambles on about a topic gets right to the point. 
 2. It is a foreman’s job to tell workers what to do.  
 3. Someone who gropes for an item finds it right away.
 4. If you drop something on the floor, you can stoop to pick it up. 
 5. Contractors supply labor and materials for a project.
 6. Most people feel irate on their birthdays.
 7. A feeble voice is difficult to hear.
 8. Having two appointments at the same time might be called a predicament.

academic vocabulary in writing

What connection does Soto perceive between the history of his family and his 
work in the fields?  Try to use at least one Academic Vocabulary word as you 
explain your answer in a paragraph.

vocabulary strategy: similes

Writers sometimes use similes, or figures of speech that compare two unlike 
things using the words like or as.  In “One Last Time,” the author says that the 
dust and sand flying into their moving bus was “whipping around like irate 
wasps.”  This simile helps readers imagine what it would feel like to be riding in 
the bus.
 Similes can also provide context clues to help you figure out unfamiliar word 
meanings.  If you know that “whipping around” implies fast, curving motion and 
that wasps move more quickly when they’re angered, then you can figure out 
that irate means “very angry.”

PRACTICE Use the simile in each sentence as a context clue to help you define 
the boldfaced word.

 1. His elaborate story was as layered as a wedding cake.
 2. The idling engine purred like a lazy kitten.
 3. She stared at me as intently as a cat watches a bird. 
 4. The lightning illuminated the sky like a fireworks display.
 5. Her excruciating sense of homesickness felt like physical pain. 

• contribute  • culture  • interpret  • perceive  • similar

Go to thinkcentral.com.
KEYWORD: HML8-850

Interactive
Vocabulary

contractor

feeble

foreman

grope

irate

ramble

stoop

predicament

850 unit 7: history, culture, and the author

READING 2B Use context to 
determine or clarify the meaning 
of unfamiliar or ambiguous words 
or words with novel meanings.
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Conventions in Writing
 grammar in context: Use Semicolons Correctly
Review the Grammar in Context note on page 844.  Recall that a compound 
sentence contains two or more main clauses, or word groups that can stand 
alone as sentences.  One way to separate main clauses is to use a semicolon 
between them.  If the clauses are not separated by a semicolon or by a comma 
and a coordinating conjunction (such as and), the sentence would be a run-on.

 Original:   Some children can walk to school other children need to 
earn money to buy bus tokens.

 Revised:  Some children can walk to school; other children need to 
earn money to buy bus tokens.

PRACTICE In the following sentences, insert semicolons as needed.

 1. Not all parents can afford to buy food, clothing, and other necessities 
children can help by working.

 2. Hard work teaches children responsibility parents should allow children to 
have jobs.

 3. Children should be able to work farms are a good place to get work 
experience.

 4. A job harvesting crops teaches children to appreciate their food time spent 
watching TV or playing video games teaches nothing.

For more help with semicolons, see page R49 in the Grammar Handbook. 

reading-writing connection
Deepen your appreciation of “One Last Time” by responding to the 
prompt.  Then use the revising tip to improve your writing.

writing prompt revising tip

Short Response: Write a Letter to the Editor
Do you think children under the age of 16 
should be allowed to work jobs harvesting 
crops?  Write a one-paragraph letter to the 
editor of a newspaper, expressing your opinion.

Review your letter.  Have you 
punctuated your sentences 
correctly?  Make sure you 
include at least one compound 
sentence, and separate the 
main clauses with a semicolon.

YOUR

TURN

Go to thinkcentral.com.
KEYWORD: HML8-851

Interactive
Revision
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ORAL AND WRITTEN CONVENTIONS 
20B Use correct punctuation marks, 
including semicolons.
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