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	 It is my pleasure to present this second issue of 
532. The focus of this journal is to offer the faculty and 
staff of Sandia Prep a forum in which to present creative 
work and to exchange ideas (and to ask questions) about 
teaching and learning. Above all, I hope that 532 will 
open an avenue of communication across our busy lives.

	 There is no single organizing theme in this issue. 
Admittedly, much of its content is made up of essays, 
generously contributed by members of the English 
department, on the origins of a love of reading. Still, it 
is the diversity of these origins - and of the language and 
ideas used to describe them - that I found most striking. 
Indeed, such diversity is on display in the words and 
thoughts of all of the contributors to this issue. As I 
read their works, I had fun discovering the connections 
between such seemingly unrelated words as “iceberg” 
and “culture; “the South” and “London”; “swimming” 
and “Earl Grey tea”; “The Bionic Woman” and “a nerd 
named Lewis”; “the ER” and “a flashlight”; “Doctor 
Seuss” and “Camus’s rats”; “a mentor” and “a laundry 
mat”; “the aroma of leathers” and “a tow headed child”; 
“PIN numbers” and “I am the Cheese”; “cockroaches” 
and “Foreigner 4”; “Gabriel Garcia Marquez” and 
“Abba”; and “the Fifth State” and “coffee mug trolls”. I 
was left with an appreciation for the disparate elements 
that swarm around us - elements that occasionally 
stick together to form the narratives of our lives. 

My thanks to all the contributors for making this issue 
possible. I look forward to receiving future submissions 

and would like to re-iterate that all submissions will be 
published. Above all, 532 should act as a form of open 
communication - contributions in any form will be most 
welcome.

- George McJimsey, January 2, 2008

Please send written submissions in a Microsoft Word attachment 
to gmcjimsey@sandiaprep.org. Contact George McJimsey 
regarding artwork or photography submissions.



A Hardy Read
by Todd Kelgard, English

Lewis Bentley was a nerd. Everybody knew 
it. His mother knew it. She was proud of 

it, because she was a nerd herself. She was always 
reading, always talking about books. What exacerbated 
Lewis’s status was that he was tall and gawky, had 
pasty skin and wore Mr. Magoo glasses that hid half 
his ten-year-old face. He’d routinely wear brown 
corduroy pants with red argyle sweaters and people 
would wonder if he was in special ed, but not for long. 
He was brilliant, scored off the charts on all our fifth 
grade aptitude tests, got into the Academy no problem. 
He had a book with him everywhere he went, books 
not even for school, big, thick science fiction and 
fantasy novels with tons of tiny words on the pages. 
He read all the time, except at home, where he’d 
sometimes take a break to play Dungeons and Dragons.
	
	 Our parents were friends, so we had to spend 
time together, Lewis and I. My mother would announce 
that the Bentleys were coming over for dinner and I 
would cringe. “You can play with Lewis,” she’d say. 
But there was never any playing. He’d sit and read Dune 
while I watched The Bionic Woman and Knight Rider.

It was worse on nights when we went to their 
house because they had no TV. I asked Lewis how he ever 
got by, or words to that effect, and he just shrugged and 
pointed to the stacks of books in his room. Piles of them.

The worst, though, were car trips. Lewis and I 
stuck in the back of his parents’ Volvo station wagon for 
three and a half hours on the way up to Durango where 
his family had a cabin. In the summers they’d invite 
us up, and during the drive I’d be sandwiched between 
suitcases, with no Walkman, yet, forced to watch 
Lewis gnaw on his nails while he read the Hardy Boys.

“Here,” he said, an hour into one such uneventful 
trip, annoyed, probably, with the weight of my 
incessant gaze. He reached into a bag, without taking 

his eyes off the page, and extracted a book. He held it 
out. The Secret of the Old Mill, by Franklin W. Dixon.

I suppose I had to take it, so I did.

“I’m on my second reading of all these,” he 
mumbled, again with no eye contact. “That one’s pretty 
good.”

That was my first book recommendation, 
outside of my parents, of course, who had recommended 
plenty, but ever since I had outgrown Encyclopedia 
Brown, nothing really took. Until this. I perused the 
pages and, thankfully, they weren’t too off-putting. 
I started reading, and two and half hours later, I was 
still going. I was hooked. On the story, the characters, 
the adventure. I had to read, if only to find the 
action-packed scene that was depicted on the cover.

Without a TV at the cabin, I used to 
spend all my time at a nearby lake, swimming or 
fishing. Not on that trip. I read. First thing in the 
morning, on hikes, at the picnic table. I’d finish one 
Hardy Boys book and then want—need—another.

“Better watch out,” Lewis, my dealer, 
would say. “You’re going to be a nerd like me.”

And I was. After the summer ended, well into the 
school year. “Another book,” I’d say to Lewis on the phone. 
“I need another one.” I had stacks of my own growing now.

Which was a good thing, timing-wise. I didn’t 
get into the Academy like Lewis did, and I don’t 
remember caring much whether I got in or not. What I 
do remember is my mother coming home after meeting 
with one of the admissions people. I had done well on 
the math and science part of the entrance exam, but not 
so well, apparently, on the reading and English part. 
The admissions person asked her, in all seriousness, if 
we had any books in our house. My mother, who had a 
Masters in English and who had studied at Oxford, and 
who worked part-time as the (then) vice president of the 
Jane Austen Society of North America, was incensed.

“He…he’s got to start reading,” she said 
that night to my father at the dinner table, as if I 

Essay really count does it? Oh, I forgot…I also have to get 
my oil changed, buy some new windshield wipers for 
my wife and get the transmission checked out on the 
Jeep. I’d also really like to be able to begin and/or finish 
one of the ten books I have sitting on my bedside table. 
Shoot… I’d settle for being able to read a single poem 
without being interrupted. I should probably write, 
too, but I don’t think that’s getting done this weekend. 
God…I’ve got to take the recycling to the station down 
the road and go grocery shopping. Maybe on the way 
I could stop at Home Depot and get that space heater I 
wanted and maybe check out some paint colors for my 
new house. Not to be forgotten, I have to spend some 
time with my wife…that beautiful woman whom I think 
remembers me. I’d like to be able to lie on the bed with 
her head on my chest for just a half hour and talk about 
how happy we are together and how great it is to have 
a two year old. I’d like to kiss her long and deep and 
passionately to remind her that she’s still the love of my 
life. I should really take her out to dinner, maybe see a 
movie that doesn’t include any talking animals. I would 
also love to take a nap from 1:00 to 3:00 (that’s the only 
time I have to nap, you see). I could toss down a couple 
of those giant chenille pillows we have and stick my 
feet in the sun and drift off for a couple of hours.

Yeah. That would be beautiful. Just two hours 
out of the week when I could float away and dream the 
dreams of a teacher who doesn’t have to worry about 
grading papers.  





Essay

Sixth Graders Changing the 
World?

by Arne Vanderburg, History

	 My sixth graders and I have been talking a 
lot about culture recently. The “words of 

the day” have been, visible culture and invisible culture. 
This little exercise started with me asking them, “When 
you think of culture, the things that make one culture 
different from another, what comes into your mind?” 
First to make the list were things like foods, clothing, 
language, houses, ceremonies, dances and rituals. Then 
we got into technology, ornamentation, jobs, families, 
religion, beliefs and even values. 

	 A number of my kids, my 6th grade students, 
are well traveled. By age 11, they’ve traveled to places 
like Mexico, Costa Rica, Italy, England, Greece and 
Thailand. One or two have traveled to Africa and India. 
They talked eagerly about the different things they’ve 
eaten and what they’ve seen people wearing. They 
talked about what they liked and what they didn’t like. 

	 After these discussions, I drew a horizontal line 
on the board.  Above that line I drew a pointy, craggy 
looking thing. It was a feeble attempt but for at least 
some, it did the job. There were mutterings of “iceberg”, 
“I think it’s an iceberg” from around the room. The 
horizontal line represented the surface of the water.  I’d 
like to say this was an original idea but in fact it has 
been used for years as a metaphor for explaining what 
is really important about cultures. 

	 I then asked my students what they knew 
about icebergs and proving themselves to be experts, 
they quickly pointed out what has terrorized intrepid 
sailors for centuries, that most of the iceberg is unseen, 
lying below the surface. Invisible! Continuing with 
the metaphor I asked them to divide their list of 
characteristics of cultures and place everything that is 
visible about cultures above the line and everything that 
is invisible below the line, just like an iceberg.  What 
we soon discovered was that the most important parts 

of culture, and in fact of people’s lives, was that which 
is below the surface, is invisible - what people value, 
believe and feel. 

	 My own discovery of this came in 1968 when, 
unlike my adventurous students going to far off places 
at the wizened age of 11, I found myself - at the age of 
24 - leaving the farms and rural villages of the Midwest 
to take my first ever plane ride, to the west coast of 
Africa.  As part of my preparation I was given a copy 
of a book, “The Silent Language”, and told to read it 
before I arrived. It was written by the anthropologist, 
Edward T. Hall. This was the first of some 45 years 
of using E. T. Hall’s experience and observations to 
enliven and inform my own. Through his many books on 
culture, Hall used the medium of “culturally influenced 
behavior” to explain human behavior and to help point 
out that the obvious may not be the most important. 

	 For me as a teacher this is a core idea, that 
what is most important about cultures (and therefore 
about humans) is not what is most obvious. One of my 
hopes is to help students develop ways of explaining 
why humans behave in the myriad ways they do and 
then develop strategies to cope with what can be a very 
confusing world.  I believe one of these strategies, 
or tools, is the ability to not interpret everything that 
happens in the world as right or wrong according to 
our own sense of right or wrong. Of course that is 
clearly impossible, since no human has any basis for 
interpreting anything that goes on around him or her 
other than his or her own experiences. Given that, it 
means that people need to widen their range of available 
explanations for anything humans do. And one of the 
best ways to widen that range, is to provide humans 
with not only a vast array of experiences, but with the 
time and opportunity to interpret or explain what they 
have experienced. While that may not be possible for 
the world at large, it is possible to at least plant the seed 
within the finite groups of students I see each year. 
	 For many years, my own efforts in this area 
were with adults seeking ways to adjust to living and 
working in different places in the world. It has taken 
considerable thought, and a couple of years now of 

Essay

Urial, Laundry in Hand 

by Carla Tidwell, English

Urial Hall, tall, thin and lanky, leaned against 
her teacher’s desk and made a believer of 

me.  She spoke with passion about Shakespeare, Tolstoy’s 
Karenina, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, the Romantics, 
Shelley, Keats, etc.  I thought I was happy having read 
all of the Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys mysteries, even 
Emily Dickenson, lots of Edgar Allen Poe, but it was 
Ms. Hall who opened doors I didn’t think possible; she 
brought a kind of sadness, a realness to what she taught 
and I do believe she was the first teacher I ever had 
who made us, me anyway, see the powerful connection 
between literature and our own lives.  With Ms. Hall 
the literature was life-giving and I had not known this 
before.   Like Eudora Welty (I swear Ms. Hall could 
have been Eudora’s sister, twins possibly) Urial Hall 
brought to life the ludicrous and the pathetic in life and 
literature.   And like Ms. Welty, Urial always noted and 
had her students note the precise detail that unfolds 
around us every moment of every day. 
  	
	 We all called her Urial, but we did so fondly, 
because personally I thought of her as a goddess who 
had already given me everything.  Then one day in the 
spring of my senior year she gave me something more.  
I was at the laundry mat in our town, doing the family 
laundry and I looked up and saw her with her basket 
of clothes and her stack of papers to grade.  We spoke 
briefly, but honestly the whole thing took my breath.   
If a goddess could be found on a Saturday afternoon 
doing something as mundane as her laundry, then there 
was a chance that I could teach and possibly make a 
difference for someone else.



Essay

by Alice Perry, English (Untitled)

	 I must have been a lonely person at age sixteen.  
That whole spring and summer I spent in a 

chair in the living room, reading.  When I was done 
with one book or play, I only had to take a short walk 
in our small house to the den filled with hard covered 
books or to the basement where my mother had recently 
built shelves for hundreds of books she’d inherited from 
her strange and literary uncle, my great uncle Hunter 
Stagg—who happens to be mentioned as a “beautiful 
young man” in Gertrude Stein’s The Autobiography of 
Alice B. Toklas.  He may have been beautiful in France 
in 1943, but by the 1960s when I knew him he was 
decidedly odd:  his books smelled of his own lonely 
life, but they were always first editions, beautifully 
bound and showed his wide-ranging and eclectic taste.

	 He inadvertently gave me my own wide-ranging 
taste and a permanent love of hard covers and of elegant 
bookplates.  Or maybe I only like to think so, and that 
taste comes from something more sensual:  the smell of 
leather, the feel of slick but unglossy paper, the delight 
of print and all those blank pages books used to have at 
the front and at the end.

	 Read to at age four and five—The Wind in 
the Willows and Huckleberry Finn (what were they 
thinking??) and Treasure Island (that was more like it), 
I grew to choose books that I could manage on my own:  
Little House on the Prairie, Black Beauty, Nancy Drew 
mysteries, The Finnish series of the Moomintrolls, the 
Five Little Peppers series, Little Women.  With the 
exception of the Five Little Peppers series, all of these 
were important not just or particularly because they had 
female protagonists who did things but more because 
they were written by women:  isn’t Louisa May Alcott 
more essential in her selfhood—to a young female 
reader—than is even Meg?  Isn’t Harriet Beecher Stowe 
necessary in a way her heroines are not?  
 
	 In fourth grade, I became a competitive reader.  
We had to “report” on our “outside” reading in my 
particular fourth grade classroom by making a colorful 

book jacket for each book we read: the reader with the 
most book jackets got great street cred. But out of that 
blitz of reading, I learned to love the act of reading.

	 They say transcendental or Buddhist meditation 
or even prayer constitutes a fourth physiological state:  
along with sleep, dreaming and consciousness, there is 
this fourth state, peculiar in its signifiers in skin tension, 
heart rate, notable alpha wave activity in the brain.  We 
meditate, and we are in a state unique to itself.  I believe 
that reading is a fifth state, a realm of awareness and 
tension and ease and attentiveness distinct from other 
states.  When we read, we lock in to a wholly other way 
of being in the world.

	 So that spring and summer when I was sixteen, 
I was not lonely: I was blissed.  As I moved from chair 
to den to basement, absorbing every Eugene O’Neill 
play, all of Shakespeare (except Coriolanus), an odd 
and trashy biography of Tallulah Bankhead, or as I read 
Truman Capote, read Report from Iron Mountain: On 
the Possibility and Desirability of Peace (a book later 
shown to be a hoax), dipping into John O’Hara  and 
my father’s odd baseball biographies, I was as happy as 
I have ever been—alone, solitudinous, but busy, busy 
inside my altered state.  I was an addicted and wide-
open reader.

	 I like to think I’ve remained that way.  Give me 
Conrad or Gail Godwin, Ian McEwan or John McPhee, 
and I’ll go on an obsessive all-out binge of exclusivity—
until the next book by someone other catches my eye.  
I still love female writers, and I still read mostly in 
solitudinous bliss, but now I know to thank all those 
particular forces—my mother, my mother’s shelves, 
my Uncle Hunter, my father’s love of sport, my fourth 
grade teacher’s whims—that put books into my hands 
when I was a child and onto shelves that I could reach.

	 Not one of the titles I’ve named changed my 
life: after all, Margaret Mitchell is not Virginia Woolf, 
and a big biography of Satchmo Paige is no Heart of 
Darkness.  (Oddly, Report from Iron Mountain did 
change my life, and it was the fraud.)  But all of them 

Essay

Enveloped in her Atmosphere
by Lori Hunt, English

	 Behind the stately door she’d always greet 
us with a gleam in her eye. Quickly, the 

children would rush across the marble floor, agily 
winding their way to the pool house where Edna would 
help them change. The pale blue waters beckoned me, 
too, but not half so fiercely as the summons to scour 
the boundlessness of this treasure trove. Beyond the 
grandfather clock lay limitless drawers and cabinets, 
walls and desks bursting with exotic appeal. Lillian’s 
study was particularly enticing.

	 Repose sat comfortably in that room, and the 
aroma of leathers, inks and paper tickled my nose in 
greeting every time I crossed its threshold. My fingers 
would run across the leather bound volumes lining the 
mahogany shelves, occasionally plucking one out when 
something about it pleased me. Yes, I, a confessed heretic, 
derived complete and utter satisfaction in judging a 
book by its cover (and still do). It didn’t matter one 
lick to me that I couldn’t read a word inside. It’s fair to 
say that my only real “achievement” in reading at that 
point came with Dick and Jane. But that simply wasn’t 
relevant. To me, the supple leather, the tarnished pages, 
the names and addresses scratched inside engaged me, 
captured my imagination. Gathering a stack, I’d hold 
them close, parading around her home as if playing 
“dress up.” And it was, in a way. I sort of pretended that 
I was all grown up and elegant, like her, like Lillian. 
Invariably, she’d join my quiet parade, gently guiding 
me to snuggle up with her on the “davenport,” as she 
called it. There my parade of questions would begin: 
what is this book about? What is Ivanhoe? What’s A 
Scarlet Pimpernel? How about Treasure Island? And 
she, in her dreamy speech, would tell me. 

	 I suppose I could bore you now with my 
“coming of age,” as a reader, what ensued after Dick 
and Jane, but it’s really like every reader’s story, I 
imagine. I, as you, went through many phases – there 
was my existential phase, my social activism phase, 
my Shakesperean phase, my magic realism phase. 

For every growth spurt I’ve endured, I’ve discovered 
literature to complement it, to deepen the experience of 
it. Like creepy Mr. Antolini (from Catcher in the Rye) 
relates, you can “find your heart” and “the size of your 
mind” in reading. And I, as you, continue to pursue that 
knowledge. 

	 Still, I’d rather fast forward to the next 
generation, to the place where I have had the privilege 
of seeing books again through the eyes of beginners. 
Sure, sure, it happens in the classroom, but the place 
of which I speak is home. Although the shelves hold 
mostly books bound in paper, the treasure hunts that 
happen in this humbler atmosphere are reminiscent of 
mine at Lillian’s. As another tow-headed child slides 
a chair across the floor in order to reach books placed 
high up on the cases, I am deeply tickled. He drags a 
volume off the pine shelf that is almost heavier than 
he is. I ask him whether he wouldn’t prefer picking 
something from the children’s books beneath, and he 
simply replies: “what’s this book about?” Together, we 
snuggle up on the couch and I, in homage to her, try 
my best to convey to him the magic within. When we 
finish, though I cannot see it, I believe there is a gleam 
in my eye.



Essay

Autobiography of a Reader
by Lucy Kozikowski, English

	 Every summer as a child, my mother required 
that I read three books.  It took all of my 

discipline to resist the rural summer days full of farm 
animals to be tended and sour apple trees to be climbed.  
I tried to read simple books about animal adventures 
and was fascinated by Grimm’s fairly tales, but an 
attempt to read Flowers for Algernon left me feeling 
uninspired. My mind wandered out the window and 
tested the gooseberries for ripeness before I wrestled 
my focus back to the words before me.

	  I nursed an anemic desire to read through public 
school, Catholic school, boarding school and art school.  
With a little extra enthusiasm and a winning smile, I 
was able to squeak by in many academic arenas without 
much reading at all.  At last, in my two remaining years 
of high school and in my late intellectual maturity, I fell 
into Richard Wright’s Native Son.  This account of an 
African-American’s struggle with racism and choice to 
commit a heinous crime, invoked a curiosity about the 
dissonance in social constructions of American Society. 
Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Dostoyevsky’s 
Crime and Punishment further enticed me into the 
delicious exploration of the troubled human soul.

	 A turning point for me came through an 
independent study on Existentialism in my senior year 
in high school.  Kafka’s The Trial  followed by Camus’s 
The Stranger were responsible for the deconstruction 
of my  subconscious Catholic foundations.  Those were 
replaced with a bleaker understanding of the indifferent 
universe as one without sin but also without sympathy.  
The delight and joy of reading finally dawned on me 
in my study of Southern Literature.   I was endeared 
to the quirky, dysfunctional, grotesque and sympathetic 
characters in the short stories of Flannery O’Connor 
and Eudora Welty.  The misfits of these stories and their 
disjointed communities echoed a familiar isolation I felt 
growing up as a minority in a Northern New Mexico 
village.  

The voices of these works so compelled me to follow 
them, that I pursued a degree in Southern Literature in 
the South.

	 A most formative moment came to me in my 
third year of college spent abroad in London, England.  
In that time away, I traveled with friends, rode the 
underground, and speculated on the finer points of warm 
beer.  My agreement to complete an independent study 
on early Twentieth Century Literature never entered my 
scope until, suddenly, the semester was over! Surely 
my professor would understand the delirious pulsing of 
London would be far too distracting to do such reading.  
I called the professor in St. Pete., Florida, who, much 
to my good fortune, promptly refused my request for 
an extension.  I was left with eight days in England 
and seven novels to read and write on. In that last week 
abroad, I did not cram in all the unexplored attractions 
of England, though I can’t say I didn’t have another 
warm beer.   Sherwood Anderson’s, Winesburg Ohio, 
and Dreiser’s Sister Carrie, among the titles, created 
nostalgia in me for a United States I had never lived in.  
And while Ethan of Ethan Frome, longed to escape to 
the big city, I ached to get back to that desolate Northern 
New Mexico town of my own.  I am grateful to that 
professor for being held accountable for my academic 
obligations as my childish habits were finally being 
broken.

	 A fond memory I have of reading was on a trip I 
took with my mother to New York City for my thirtieth 
and her sixtieth birthday.  While in New York, we heard 
of the release of the David Sedaris short story collection, 
Me Talk Pretty One Day.  We could not fathom sharing 
the book on our flight home, so we bought two copies 
on our way to the airport as well as a two pound bag 
of cherries from a street vendor.  The four hour delay 
on the tarmac went unnoticed as we chuckled, reading 
side by side, finishing the bag of cherries between us.  
It turns out that the only thing I love more than reading 
a good piece is sharing it with someone who loves it 
too.

Now there are the delights and shadows of a new source --
Writers shouting poetic truths down treacherous/lecherous hallways
Writers who have the insistence of beauty in their blood
Stardust on the tips of their fingers

Olivia Croom, Tess Dominey, James Escobedo
Rachel Fleddermann and Hannah Tennent 
Make me jealous

Laura Keen, Cailyn Kilcup, 
Zach Perls, Jacque Kutvirt 
Make me laugh embarrassingly loud

Emily Sanchez, Riley Jackson
Miqulea Ortiz and Hannah Sigda
Make me wince and ache 
and cry just a little bit

Robert Ulibarri and Kate Vargas and
Susie Williams and Tanner Wilson 
Just make me stare out the window in utter amazement
knowing I’ve still got a long way to go
on these old, yellow roads paved with pages



Essay
 

Flashlight
by Laura Fitzpatrick, English

	 My life as a reader started long before I could 
decipher words on a page.  Fitted snuggly 

under my mother’s left arm, sweaty cheek against her 
neck, with my brother assuming an identical position 
on her right side, we were lulled to and from sleep with 
Russian fairy tales, Aesop’s Fables, A Chinese version 
of The Ugly Duckling called Ping, Each Peach Pear 
Plumb, Good Night House, Dumb Old Casey is a Fat 
Tree-- a book I readily credit with my willingness 
to dance passionately in any costume, at any size--, 
Little House on the Prairie, Huck Finn, The Phantom 
Tollbooth, Island of the Blue Dolphins, Charlotte’s Web, 
and Where the Red Fern Grows.
	
	 I remember The Carrot Seed, a book with few 
words in it, about a boy who plants a seed only to be 
told by each member of his family that the carrot would 
not come up.  My mother didn’t read the pessimistic 
insights of the little boy’s family, she sang them.  “No, 
no, it won’t come up, the carrot won’t come up!”  We’d 
grasp our hands together and prayed madly for the little 
boy’s harvest to please, please, please materialize.  No 
matter how many times we read the story, or how long 
ago we had memorized its every word , our communal 
relief was palpable each time the little boy wheeled 
his enormous vegetable to the wide eyes and gaping 
mouths of his family members. 

 Though I hate to think what even a first year 
Psychology student might deduce from this young girl’s 
elation over, and identification with, a little boy’s struggle 
to grow a carrot, I take pleasure in the knowledge that 
my mother was planting a very real seed in the hearts 
and minds of her children.  She sang the carrot song, 
challenged herself to the colloquial rhythms of Twain’s 
Jim, managed the farmer’s seven successive sneezes, 
each with its own effect on the characters around him, 
and led Laura and Huck gently by the hand into the dark 
chambers of our dreams, depositing Laura on a small 
mat next to her freshly churned prairie butter, while the 
hot sun closed Huck’s eyes and cool waters floated him 
to a safer place.

	
	 My father, an aspiring writer, abandoned print 
and paper when it came to his children.  He relied instead 
on a young girl, Querida, who happened to be just a bit 
older than me and a bit younger than my brother Max.  
Querida was born of the arroyos of New Mexico and 
made of red earth.  Her mane was a silken horse’s tail.  
She was fed with the pan dulce of my father’s Mexican 
childhood and sent on interpersonal journeys with the 
often challenging members of her pueblo.  I remember 
a journey on horseback through snow—the seatbelt in 
the Subaru growing hot and digging into my hips—
hanging on the silences in my daddy’s voice, resting in 
his eyes reflected back to me in the rearview mirror-- 
eyes moving left and right, searching for the next bend 
in Querida’s path, a source of food in the cold, starry 
night, a signal from ahead to move on.
	
	 Never was it stated that this was our education; 
that my mother and father could think of no better way 
to show us the agony of racism, the pain of loss, the 
need for courage, the power of others.  We knew without 
discussion that these stories were our parables.  We 
knew that mom used these stories to elaborate in a way 
she’d never learned how—to show us the real meaning 
of our skin pressed together, our heads interposed 
between hers and the stories.  Stories were my Dad’s 
way of softening his lessons, of discovering them with 
us, of showing us the only thing that he believed really 
mattered: a willingness to take one small step, and then 
another, letting God and people, the stars and the voices 
within us lead us courageously through the night to the 
next right thing.

To this day my mother bemoans the fact that 
her children cannot cook, sew, garden, paint, assemble, 
or fix a thing in or outside of the house. None of this 
is a surprise to me, considering the tremendous peace 
we gleaned from reading with her.  By the time I could 
read on my own, it was all I felt like doing.  One time, 
curled into the big green corduroy chair, warmed by the 
desert sunlight pouring through the wall of windows 
that faced the Hogback Mountain, I lost myself in the 
sixth chapter book that month: Zilpha Keatley Snyder’s 
The Season of Ponies.  As I sank into the initial pages, 

the fingers of my right hand found the small gold ring 
on my left and began mindlessly twisting it about.
	
	 Pamela’s father gone, her horse lost, my left 
hand made its way toward my mouth where my lips 
could trace the length of my finger, bumping over 
the little ring in intervals.  When a mysterious young 
man walked out of the fog into the pasture below, my 
front teeth gripped the ring top to bottom.  And when 
Pamela made her fearless escape from the top window 
of her Aunt’s country home, my ring finger stopped 
beating around the bush.  It lodged itself decidedly into 
my mouth, allowing my teeth to rip the disk over my 
knuckle to freedom.  In the climactic chapters of that 
book, the ring was the focus of tremendous energy.  I 
stuck as much of my tongue through it as I could, used 
it as a breathing device, and played with the feeling of 
letting it rest on the steep dark slope at the back of my 
mouth.
	
	 It wasn’t until I heard my fathers words, “Laura, 
get up, I told you ten minutes ago that we’re already 
late,” that the ring began to feel ill placed.  Without 
warning, it slipped nimbly under my tonsils and 
careened down my esophagus.  As my father’s shadow 
cooled the sunny spot of my leisure, I began a full-
fledged choking attack.
	
	 The final chapters of that book would not be 
read until late that evening—after the rushed trip to the 
Santa Fe Hospital, the endless wait in the lobby, and the 
defeated return through the automatic doors after as the 
Doc told us there was nothing he could do, that the ring 
would have to find its own way out. 
	
	 From what I suffered most that day, I don’t 
know.  Was it the fear for my life as my Father hurdled 
the El Camino over highway 42, trying to beat the 
ring’s entanglement with my intestines?  Or his 
seething anger— he was so sick of telling me to stop 
putting things in my mouth.  How many nights had I 
gone to sleep with that pretty red sock cinched over my 
hand so that I would stop the childish thumb sucking?  
Or was the worst pain felt as I waited in agony to 
know how Pamela’s young romance would at last be 
consummated?  

Way past bedtime that night, tucked neatly 
under my covers with my flashlight (a secret garage sale 
purchase made on my way to the candy store), I risked a 

long, audible sigh as I read and reread the last sentence 
of my book.  The mix of remorse at the story’s end, 
and joy at the experience I’d had was indescribable.  I 
scarcely remembered the ring.

	

	




