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Introduction: A Memoir of Sorts

First off, my memory sucks.

I don’t have any real memories before the age of four. Even 

now, after four decades of life, my memories are often spotty 

unless there’s written or photographic evidence to back them 

up. As a community college professor in the Dallas/Fort 

Worth Metroplex, I often claim to my students that I can 

remember their faces and names while in the classroom, but 

once outside that setting, their names disconnect from their 

faces. They see me in the campus hallways or – God help me, 

in a big-box store – and call out, “Hi, Dr. Ramos!” Like a 

startled baby, I blink, smile, and say, “Oh, hi!” as I mentally 

scramble to remember them: “Is this a current student? Past 

student? Comp I? Comp II? World Lit? Brit Lit? Oh, boy.”

My students think I’m joking when I say that I forget who is 

who if they sit somewhere else different from where they 

usually sit, but it’s true. My memory is oddly geographic that 

way.

So why, on all that is sane and lovely, have I written a 

memoir, of all things?

Well, fortunately for me and you, this isn’t that kind of 
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memoir -- for three reasons.

The first reason: many community college students that I 

have taught over the years don’t read books unless forced to. 

For a fair number of them, they were able to get around 

reading assigned books (through summary guides like Cliff Notes 

or movie/ TV versions), or they only had to read excerpted 

passages here or there in school textbooks.

This lack of personal book reading became clear when I 

became a member of Eastfield College’s Common Book 

committee in 2010. The Common book is a campus-wide 

academic project, in which professors voluntarily assign that 

year’s chosen Common Book to their students to read. When I 

assigned the Common Book to my students – many of them in 

their 20s to early 40s – I often heard them exclaim, “This is the 

first book I’ve ever read all the way through!” This exclamation 

always stunned me, even though (after fifteen years of teaching 

and counting) I suppose I shouldn’t be by now.

As a result of this lack of book reading, many of my 

students are often unaware of the diversity of human 

experience, past and present, a diversity which not only informs 

them about others but can also give insight about themselves. 

It’s not coincidental that St. Augustine’s conversion began with 

the command “Tolle lege” – “Take up and read” and the Prophet 

Mohammed’s first revelation began with the command “Iqra” – 

“Read aloud.” Both examples demonstrate the power of 
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reading in shaping one’s life, one’s destiny. This becomes even 

more important in our complex, contemporary age, in which it 

seems that everything BUT books dictates who to be and how 

to live. Not surprisingly, for the students of both Augustine and 

Mohammed, reading about these two experiences gives a 

guiding light to their own dark paths in their lives.

As I saw in Eastfield’s first four Common Books, my 

students responded to the life stories in those books. Chris 

Rose’s 1 Dead in Attic, while a book-length testimonial piece 

from a renowned journalist, quickly became a memoir of Rose’s 

descent into depression and despair in the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans. In contrast, George 

Dawson’s memoir, Life Is So Good, was a lesson in an illiterate 

African-American man’s positive thinking in the face of 

socioeconomic hardships and external misery.

While Eric Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation was a more 

traditional exposé about the horrors of the American fast food 

industrial machine, the individual case studies of people 

affected were what engaged my students – not the gigantic 

dossier of facts and stats. In the 2013-2014 academic year, my 

students read Chitra Divakaruni’s One Amazing Thing. While a 

novel, it is structured as a series of life stories, told by nine 

diverse people. Reading those stories, my students realized that 

most people don’t really know themselves unless they reveal 

themselves to other people, in storytelling and in conversation.
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This last experience gave me an “aha!” moment: what better 

way to show my students the connection between reading 

books and living one’s life than to write one’s memoir about 

reading books? I teach by role-modeling, so writing my own 

memoir about meaningful books I’ve read throughout my 

childhood (up through the teen years) promotes the adage “I 

walk the talk” to my students: I not only teach it, but I do it. 

However, I wouldn’t do it if I weren’t passionate about it 

beyond my workplace. Being a forty-something single mom to 

a little boy learning to read has given me a greater incentive to 

follow this passion than being a college professor alone – 

which is the second reason for this memoir. As a GenXer, I 

grew up as a latch-key kid who came home from the local 

public school and took care of myself and my siblings, well 

before our parents came home from work. Videogames and 

television vied for me and my siblings’ attention as we ate 

ramen, microwave pizza, and canned meat and pasta. In spite 

of this (or perhaps because of this?) I became not only a 

bookworm at an early age but eventually majored in English 

and Literature post-high school and made reading and writing 

my career.

Obviously, something about my home and school 

environment encouraged me to become a life-long reader. Both 

areas I’d like to explore, considering that I’m raising my son to 

be a reader in our brave new world of broadband Wi-Fi, online 
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video streaming, social media, and cheap or free gaming apps – 

which kids these days as young as one year old consume on 

smart phones and tablets provided by their well-meaning 

parents (myself included).

This reminds me of a recent observation that I had at my 

son’s martial arts class. While sitting in the waiting 

room/audience area, I saw a young, twenty-something year old 

mom reading Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire while her younger 

son (age five) was in class and her older son (age seven) was 

playing a game on her iPhone. What I noted was the age 

difference between son and mother – a young grade-school boy 

consuming an expensive piece of electronics while an adult 

woman reading a book purportedly written for kids aged eight 

to twelve. My work being what it is, I often read lots of articles 

that bemoan the rise of kids playing on electronics and the fall 

of those kids reading books for fun. At the same time, I often 

see articles that decry the rise of adults (usually grown women) 

who read Young Adult novels like The Hunger Games and 

Twilight and watch the movie versions of the aforementioned 

YA books, often with their teenage children.

Knowing these articles, I saw the young mother and 

thought, “You go, girl. Read what you like.”

She was modeling reading to her kid. Even though her kid 

was engrossed in a game app at the time, her kid knows his 

mom is a reader, and I have heard the same woman help her 



A Childhood Memoir of Books

6

son read various e-books and the online instructions to kid-

appropriate game apps. Since the first Harry Potter book was 

published in 1998 in the United States, I can easily imagine this 

young mom discovering Harry Potter as a ten-year old girl and 

growing up with Harry, Hermione, and Ron all through her 

tumultuous teen years. I can see this now-grown girl sharing 

her love of Harry Potter with her kids today.

The key to creating a life-long reader is found in childhood 

and, once found, it unlocks everything. So if the first reason for 

this memoir of books is non-readers like my students, and the 

second is new readers like my kid, then the third is the kids 

who grew up and never lost their childlike love for good books 

and good stories.

Kids like that young mom.

And, perhaps, kids like you.

Three more points before we get this show on the road:

First, I wrote this sort-of memoir in mostly chronological 

order, from my earliest books to the most recent ones when I 

was in high school. However, since I explore not only how 

these books affected me then but also how they affect me now, 

like a time traveler we will jump from the past into the present 

a few times here and there. (Sorry – make that “many times 

here and there.”)

Second, I will explain what “scaffolds” are in terms of 
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reading at some point. If you’re impatient, however, feel free to 

skip to Chapter 9. But it’s better if you wait until then. 

Finally, I wish to acknowledge the Eastfield College 

Sabbatical Program and everyone involved who allowed me to 

have the time off to work on this book and the supplementary 

materials that will come from this book. This is a project that 

I’ve wanted to do for the past three years but never had the 

time – with all of my responsibilities – to do it. The older I get, 

the more I realize just how precious the gift of time is; my 

Eastfield College and Dallas County Community College 

District community, thank you for this gift.

As we wild and crazy Filipinos say, salamat po.
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1  How a Navy Nomad Learned English

“English is my third language but it’s the only language I 

know.”

Whenever I review grammar and syntax to my students, I 

often say this, usually when I’m commiserating with them. 

Standard English – the speaking, reading, writing of “educated” 

English fluency – isn’t easy for both non-native and native 

speakers. What’s weird about me is that, while English isn’t my 

first language, it’s the only one in which I’m fluent.

My parents are to blame, but they meant well.

I was born in Taipei, Taiwan, and I’m half Chinese, half 

Filipino. It was 1972, the year when US President Richard 

Nixon visited The People’s Republic of China. While that visit 

led to the US pulling out of Taiwan in 1979, when I was born 

the US still had a military base in Taipei, the US Taiwan 

Defense Command. My Chinese biological mother – young, 
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scared, and not married to the Filipino-American Navy man 

who was my biological father -- gave me up to a Catholic 

orphanage to be adopted. After a few months in the orphanage, 

I was. Ruben Ramos, a young US Navy sailor, and his young 

wife Fely adopted me. Both Filipinos, they, through a mutual 

friend, also knew my biological father. (The US Navy Filipino 

community in 1970s Taipei, Taiwan, was small that way, as one 

could imagine.)

According to my mom Fely, “I donated clothes to the 

orphanage next to the church, and when I saw you, you were 

the only one standing up in your crib. You were smiling and 

looking at me.”

Of course, I don’t remember any of this. I also don’t have 

any memories of my sister Wendy being born to our mom 

(Fely, that is) a year and a half later and anything else of the 

first four years of my life. All I have are faded photographs and 

the stories my mom and dad tell of that time in Taiwan.

Part of those stories are about Wendy and me picking up 

Mandarin Chinese from the radio, the television, and our 

playmates. Meanwhile, we also spoke Tagalog (the national 

language of the Philippines) and Ilocano (my parents’ Filipino 

regional language), especially since we regularly visited our 

grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins in San Fernando, La 

Union, in the Philippines. Since English was and still is taught 

in Filipino schools, our parents also spoke English to us 
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(granted, with a thick Filipino accent), so our Taipei household 

was a linguistic mash-up of Chinese, Filipino, and English.

In hindsight, being fluent in all of those languages would 

have been AWESOME. But then two occurrences happened: 

1) Wendy and I spoke so much more Chinese than the other 

languages that our parents couldn’t understand us and 2) in 

1976, our father Ruben was given orders to report for duty 

stateside, to Naval Station Great Lakes, just north of Chicago, 

Illinois.

Worried that Wendy and I would be unintelligible in the 

States (especially since I would start formal schooling soon), my 

parents decided to speak only English to us kids, in preparation 

for the big move. So it was English from now on – from 1976, 

even to this day. (Even when my brother and youngest sister 

were born later – 1977 and 1979 respectively – my parents 

stuck with their “English-only” decision, to the mild 

bemusement of our bilingual California cousins.)

So when I began to read, it was English. But what’s funny is 

that the first solid memory of me reading was something that I 

wrote.

Like all young kids, I scribbled on any piece of blank paper I 

found, including the end papers of my dad’s cookbooks and my 

mom’s blue airmail stationary (to their chagrin). I don’t 

remember exactly WHEN I began to read. But it was sometime 

during our family’s one-year stay at Great Lakes. I saw my first 
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snowy winter stateside. My sister’s third birthday and then my 

fifth birthday came and went with large parties for both. My 

brother’s much celebrated birth and christening happened not 

too long after, and I started kindergarten in the following 

autumn. I got in big trouble for going to a classmate’s house to 

play Legos instead of coming straight home. 

Somewhere in that busy year, I drew a picture.

You know those two-dimensional Egyptian hieroglyphics, 

where the people are only in profile? Well, I drew in profile a 

smiling girl in a white karate gi, jumping in mid-air, arms 

akimbo in what were meant to be killer karate chops. I drew a 

word bubble above the girl and wrote, “JUDO IS FUN!” in 

that word bubble.

I was maybe four-going-on-five or just turned five years old, 

and I have no idea where I got any of that from. My family 

watched a lot of TV, and the 1970s had lots of martial arts in its 

pop culture, what with David Carradine’s Kung Fu, disco songs 

like Carl Douglas’ “Kung Fu Fighting,” and Bruce Lee movies. 

We didn’t have any comic books, but my mom bought these 

huge, two-foot tall coloring books for Wendy and me, so I 

guess I copied them, learning how to draw. Also, Schoolhouse 

Rock! was a mainstay of Saturday morning cartoons on ABC 

from 1973 to 1985, so perhaps I picked up the comic 

convention of word bubbles and how to draw people from that 

(in addition to the actual educational purpose of Schoolhouse 
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Rock!). Finally, my mom has been a Wheel of Fortune fan from 

the very beginning, seeing all that prize money won by ordinary 

American shmoes just for solving word puzzles, so that was 

always on.

Did I learn how to read from cheesy 1970s television shows, 

movies, disco music, and coloring books? My mom was busy 

caring for an infant (my brother Eric) at this time, when she 

wasn’t working part-time at the Solo Cup factory. My dad was 

busy being Navy. My paternal grandmother, whom we all called 

“Apo” (from apo baket, “grandmother” in Ilocano) and who 

had come all the way from the Philippines to help out, was 

busy running the house and keeping an eye on Wendy and me. 

So, yes. I learned how to read from 1970s coloring books, disco 

music, movies, and especially TV.

This “TV taught me to read” memory is why I don’t worry 

when Daniel, my seven year old son, watches tons of Minecraft 

gameplay and SpongeBob on his iPad. I just make sure to turn on 

the “closed caption” at the same time and turn down the 

volume, so he’s reading.

Sure, it’s not Shakespeare, but that will come in time, like it 

did with me.

After a year (more or less) in Illinois, my dad got stationed 

in Charleston, South Carolina. One would think, considering 

that I finished the second half of kindergarten there, that I 
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remembered what I did at school, including what I read. But I 

only remember two things from that school. One was an 

assignment where the kids learned how to write a “letter” and 

mail it. It was a crayon drawing on construction paper, and we 

mailed it to ourselves, so it was also a lesson on memorizing 

our home addresses. The other was when I struggled how to 

draw a five-pointed star without making it look like the Star of 

David.

Instead of school, I mostly remember other things. An older 

neighbor kid, who was a tall first-grader with white-blond hair 

and freckles and whose name I don’t remember, got us lost 

when he took a short-cut on the walk home from school. I 

didn’t know the way, so I followed him. We scrambled under 

wire fences and crossed muddy fields, and he got turned 

around along the way. Scared beyond thinking, we were 

relieved when a local woman on her bike came by, recognized 

us, and directed us back to our neighborhood.

One warm Sunday, my dad took Wendy and me fishing, 

straight from church. We didn’t even change out of our 

scratchy church dresses because the day was getting away. We 

were in a small canoe-like boat somewhere on the various 

tributaries feeding Charleston’s rivers. Although our dad may 

have caught some fish, the only thing we caught were bug bites 

from the mosquitoes.

Behind our house was a little stand of oak trees which, in 
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my mind, felt like an infinite forest. I often wandered around 

before dinner and looked for squirrels who were always faster 

than I was. I’d hear the squirrels, chittering away above me, but 

would only find half-eaten acorns below.

Then, when I was six years old in the summer of 1978, we 

moved again. Back to the Western Pacific -- this time it was 

Naval Air Station Agaña, Guam.

And Guam was where I fell in love with books.
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2  A Brown Kid on Guam & Three 
Investigators on the Prairie

While our belongings were trucked and then flown to Guam 

on a military cargo plane, my dad drove us in a 1977 Chevrolet 

Caprice Classic Station Wagon. It was dark brown with fake 

wood paneling on the sides, with a burnt orange headliner 

inside. Oh yes, it was 1970s styling. We drove across the 

continental United States, from South Carolina to California, 

often well into the night and the next night and the next. 

I woke up at least once per night from the back of the 

station wagon (where my parents had folded down the seats to 

make a makeshift bed for the kids) and would see everyone 

asleep except for my dad, steering the land boat straight and 

true, upon an unknown highway. When I couldn’t see beyond 

the headlights, staring into the inky darkness, I would think, 

“We’re gonna fall off the Earth.”
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My memories after that are a blur as my dad arranged 

transport of that station wagon to Guam and as my mom, my 

siblings, and I visited relatives in California. I don’t remember 

the Los Angeles International Airport, the stop-over at Hawaii, 

or even our final arrival at Guam’s airport and at the nearest 

hotel.

My first memory of Guam was when I woke up in our hotel 

room, which seemed pretty posh after days sleeping in a car, 

cheap road-trip motels, and relatives’ spare rooms. We were so 

way up in the multi-story hotel that I saw the Pacific Ocean 

well before me outside the balcony window. It was late dusk. I 

heard loud voices and rhythmic music below me. When I 

looked down, I saw two half-naked fire dancers, each twirling 

and tossing two sticks, the ends aflame.

With a first impression like that, I knew that Guam was 

going to be magical.

Most non-military folk in the States know nothing about 

Guam. I certainly didn’t until I lived there for four years: 1978-

1982. Guam is a tiny, tropical island, about thirty miles long 

and between four (at the narrow middle) to twelve miles wide. 

From a bird’s-eye view, Guam looks like a tiny, mountainous 

green bow-tie tipped on one end so that it’s crookedly vertical. 

It only has two seasons – rainy and dry – and the average 

temperature is about the high 70s to low 80s Fahrenheit with 
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cool breezes. It is about 1300 miles north of Papua New 

Guinea, 1500 miles east of the Philippines, 1600 miles south of 

Japan, and 4000 miles west of Hawaii. It’s a lonely-looking little 

island, surrounded by nothing but clear, blue ocean, with the 

deepest part of the Earth’s ocean to the east of it, the Mariana 

Trench.

My family lived in military housing on the mid-southern, 

west-facing coast of the island. The majority of military housing 

in my neighborhood was the same – one, long, single-story, 

flat-roofed, white stucco rectangle divided into a duplex, with a 

carport for each half. The entire inside of the house – walls and 

ceiling – was white and needed to remain so, per military 

housing guidelines. 

The front door, which we entered from the carport, led 

straight into the kitchen. The kitchen was pretty 

straightforward, with a deep sink, simple white laminate 

counters, off-white linoleum floor, a green portable kitchen 

table with foldable legs, and a refrigerator. What sticks to my 

mind is the smell, of white rice cooked in a huge rice cooker 

and the sour-salty-fishy smell of adobo chicken and tamarind 

fish stew.

If we kept going forward, we then passed the narrow 

laundry area leading to the backdoor and the backyard. If we 

happened to glance at the tops of the washer and dryer, we 

usually saw laid out small fish, butterfly-split open and salted 
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and then air-dried, which contributed to the fishy smell of the 

kitchen. Once out the backdoor, we saw a huge banyan tree, its 

wide-leaf evergreen branches nearly blocking our view, a little 

bit of grassy yard, and beyond that a low hill that slid down into 

the backyard of the duplex behind us. 

If we turned right, we crossed through a doorway into the 

big common room that served as the dining room (with more 

linoleum flooring) and living room (with green shag carpeting). 

It was in the common room where my parents placed the 

heavy, wood furniture that they had transported from each 

successive move, from the beginning at Taiwan. The formal 

dining room table – oval, seating for six – took up most of the 

dining room area, with an electric organ tucked in a corner on 

one wall. On the other wall was a matching dark wood china 

cabinet on steroids, with intricate scrollwork, glassed-in cabinet 

doors, and oxidized bronze handles to match. It took up most 

of the wall. Tucked next to the china cabinet was more heavy, 

wood furniture – a matching sideboard, where the spare cutlery 

lived, and a fully-stocked bar with mahogany leatherette on the 

edges of the countertop, with a real brass bar below as a 

footrest and matching swivel bar stools.

The living room had these weird Kelly green-lemon yellow-

splotchy black plush fabric sofa and matching U-backed chairs 

that had casters on them so that they were easy to move 

around.  When our parents weren’t around, Wendy and I 
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tipped the U-chairs on their backs and see-sawed across the 

living room, but we always remembered to put them back 

where they belonged. The coffee table in front of the sofa was 

heavy wood with a marbled green paneled top and a center 

storage area with little cabinet doors. Matching the coffee table 

and the china cabinet was this massive cabinet-wall unit that 

nearly spanned the entire back living room wall. 

Designed by my dad (he trained in engineering and design in 

a trade school, before the Navy) and hand-made in Taiwan, it 

was the centerpiece of their furniture collection. My mom 

decorated it with Asian-style vases, jade flowers, Japanese dolls 

in glass boxes, and reference books that my godfather gifted me 

on occasion of my baptism when I was a baby. (Those 

reference books will play a role later in my post-Guam life.) My 

dad used the wall unit as a music station, where he placed his 

massive reel-to-reel and vinyl music collection (lots of disco, 

Elvis Presley, and Filipino serenades for party sing-alongs) in 

the lower cabinets while placing his reel-to-reel tape deck, 

receiver with its many nobs and buttons, and speakers in the 

central and lower shelving spaces. 

Sitting in the back corner, like an immense altar, was the 

television. It was a huge wooden cabinet housing a cathode ray 

tube that glowed green when we turned it on (either by hand or 

the infrared remote control) until the colors faded into place, 

like a Polaroid picture developing before our eyes. Just like in 
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Taiwan, Great Lakes, and Charleston, the TV was a large part 

of the household. Anyone in my family immediately turned it 

on in the morning and left it on as long as someone was awake 

in the house. TV programming back then wasn’t twenty-four 

hours, as the local TV stations signed off around midnight with 

an image of the American flag waving and the national anthem 

before the TV signal ended. If we woke up early enough 

(usually just before daybreak) and turned on the TV, then we 

saw the signal come back on with an image of the sun rising 

and the Beatles’ song “Here Comes the Sun” playing in the 

background. Our family was a devoted TV-watching family, 

and this was the only TV. So we watched a lot of family fare, 

like Little House on the Prairie and The Electric Company, as well as 

what my parents liked, such as The Love Boat and Fantasy Island.

Placed against the wall next to the hallway heading for the 

bedrooms was the tall, dark wood grandfather clock with its 

brass cylindrical weights and pendulum. It chimed on the hour 

and half-hour and sometimes scared me when I didn’t expect it, 

especially when I went into the kitchen for a late-night glass of 

water.

As I can attest, when my parents assigned me chores when I 

turned seven years old, all of that wood furniture was a pain in 

the butt to dust. My siblings (when they were old enough) and I 

used many Old English-infused rags to keep all that wood 

gleaming to our mom’s satisfaction.
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After the splendor of the common room, the bedrooms 

seemed almost like an afterthought. Walking along the long 

hallway, we saw three tiny bedrooms and the hall bathroom. 

Wendy and I shared the back bedroom, where we slept in two 

twin beds. Our parents shared the tiny master bedroom with 

Eric (who would’ve been a toddler). Then, in fall 1979 when I 

started second grade, my youngest sister Cheryl’s crib was 

squeezed in a back corner of my parents’ bedroom. The 

bedroom closest to the living room was the play room, where 

we kept all of our toys (and God help us if Mom saw any of 

our toys out of that room) and a couple of fake-leather bean 

bag chairs that had a tendency to leak tiny Styrofoam balls.

The reason our house – especially the common area – was 

so bedecked was the fiestas. Yes, there were celebrations for 

big events like birthdays and holidays. But there really needed 

no special reason to cook a massive amount of Filipino food, 

like lumpia egg rolls, pancit noodles, grilled beef and pork, and 

mountains of steamed white rice -- and then open the front 

door to what often felt like the entire US Navy and Filipino 

community on Guam. However, my parents weren’t the only 

ones who did this. It seemed like every weekend, someone in 

our neighborhood put something on a grill and we had an 

instant block party. For really special fiestas, a group of fathers, 

grandfathers, or uncles went up into a mountain farm, chipped 

in on a huge pig, took part in its slaughter, and grilled the 
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carcass into lechon, roast pig. This pig roast happened whether it 

was in someone’s backyard or on the sands of Gab-Gab Beach, 

only five minutes away from our neighborhood.

During those parties that lasted well into the early morning, 

the men and women sang, drank, danced, talked, and played 

countless rounds of mahjong. We kids ran around outside, 

played tag or red-light/green-light, or scared each other with 

monster stories of the taotaomona (Guam’s ancestral spirits, 

which we learned about in school) rising from the banyan trees 

and getting us. When the mosquitos got too bad or it got too 

dark, we all piled inside the house, went to either the kid’s 

bedroom or (if my parents were the hosts of the party) in the 

playroom, turned off the lights, and played Marco Polo, 

screaming like crazed, school-age banshees.

Cathy, Janet, Oliver, Jon-Jon, Marcy, Sarah, JoAnne, Mary, 

Laura – these were my playmates who felt more like cousins. 

Countless women and men who were not blood-related to my 

parents we kids all called “Auntie” and “Uncle.” It was like 

living in a village or a small town, where everyone knew 

everyone else, every parent looked after every other parent’s 

kid, and every kid saw each other as a playmate and cousin. 

With everyone helping each other, nobody ever felt poor – and 

nobody ever felt lonely.

Between parties and playtime, my parents took care of our 
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own needs. While Pa (that’s what we called and still call our 

dad) was away on duty on the USS Proteus, a ship that supplied 

and supported submarines, Mom had a cottage industry in 

which she babysat toddlers, sewed and altered clothes and 

linens, and crocheted cozies, curtains, tablecloths, and 

elaborate, sculpted doilies. The money that Mom earned 

supplemented Pa’s Navy pay, which fed and clothed three and 

then four young children. 

With Mom’s money I had my first bike – a used, red beauty 

with a banana-seat, deep gorilla handlebars, and coaster breaks. 

The words “The Clean Machine” were in groovy white letters, 

painted on the bike chain cover plate, so that’s what I called it. 

After I raced my neighbor Marcy on training wheels and one of 

the wheels fell off but I kept pedaling, Marcy’s dad took off the 

other training wheel, and that was that. I was on The Clean 

Machine everywhere. I explored the neighborhood, 

hopscotched from one friend’s house to the next to play, had 

more bike races, and went to the playground. But when I 

wasn’t doing any of those, I ran errands for Mom, who would 

have to stay home because of babysitting. Often it was to buy 

stuff like rice or milk or whatnot from the Seven Day Store, a 

corner convenience store nearby. Mom, one of ten children to 

rural, hard-scrabble farmers, never had a bike and never cared 

to learn how to ride one, even when she could afford one. But 

she understood the need for a bike.
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Even though she gave up farm life, Mom still preferred to 

have a garden in the back, but housing rules also limited what 

she could plant. So instead of having decorative bushes in the 

front of the house, we had Chinese Red Hot Pepper bushes – 

pretty and edible. Mom pickled the red, orange, and purple 

peppers in vinegar in jars. Also, we had a tall coconut tree in 

the front yard, which Mom climbed to get the heavy fruit. She 

even did that when she was pregnant with Cheryl. Wendy (who 

was five-going-on-six years old at the time) and I (who was 

seven), screamed, “Mommy! Mommy!” as our tiny, five-foot 

tall, eight-months pregnant mom, craving coconut, scrambled 

up that tree like a manic monkey, a machete clenched between 

her perfectly white teeth.

“Catch!” she exclaimed after she chopped one-handed, as 

one and then two more heavy green orbs dropped from the 

underside of the tree.

Too afraid to have the coconut fall on our heads, we let 

them fall and watched each one bounce on the springy grass. 

Mom scrambled back down and scolded us for not catching the 

coconut, just in case they split open and therefore spilled the 

tasty coconut juice. Fortunately for us, they didn’t. After Mom 

removed the tough, fibrous outer husk and chopped off the 

tops of the smaller brown-shelled balls of coconut, we drank 

the watery juice of fresh coconut before she cracked apart the 

shells so that it was easier to eat the crunchy white coconut 
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inside.

When Pa was home from sea, he night-fished off the white-

sand shores of Gab-Gab Beach. Bringing his spear gun, a hand-

net, and a hand-made floating net made with an inner-tube and 

fish-netting, Pa, a certified diver, snorkeled under moonlight 

and a tiny visor light. In the morning, I often woke up to find 

Pa’s night-time catch in the kitchen sink. I found many kinds of 

flopping fish of various sizes and usually an octopus or two, 

which slid along the bottom of the sink and changed color 

angrily at me.

The first time I saw an octopus in the sink, its tentacles 

rising up from the sink, I screamed, my sister screamed, and Pa 

– woken up from his sleep – laughed.

Besides live sea life that became lunch and dinner, I saw tiny 

geckos no bigger than my pinky finger. I found their tiny round 

eggs on the front screen door and saw them every once in a 

while on the ceiling of my bedroom, their funny little feet 

secured as they saw me upside-down. Unlike the angry sea life 

in the sink, Wendy and I weren’t scared of these little visitors. 

Since we weren’t allowed a dog or cat, these island geckos were 

the closest thing to pets we had.

The green tree frogs, however, Wendy and I could live 

without. During an especially heavy downpour during the rainy 

season, our front yard become a frog pool. Like clockwork, 

Wendy was terrified to walk to the bus stop.
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“Come on, Wendy, we need to go.”

“No! No!” she always cried out, and I pulled her along, past 

the frog pool, to walk down McMillen Drive to the school bus 

stop on the corner. 

While I wasn’t as scared of the frogs as my sister was, I was 

sick to my stomach when I saw the brown tree snakes that 

came out of the jungle, to get at those frogs. Inevitably, they 

were run-over under the wheels of the cars and jeeps that ran in 

front of the bus stop. Seeing squashed snakes after a morning 

breakfast of fried rice or blueberry muffins wasn’t a happy start 

to an already wet, froggy morning during the rainy season, 

which ran from July to November.

While we military kids and some military-affiliated civilian 

kids lived on the coast, our local public school, New Piti 

Elementary School, was further in and further north from us. 

So the little yellow school bus wound its way from the military 

housing complex, going no faster than thirty miles an hour, as it 

climbed up roads cut from the mountain jungle. It stopped 

every once in a while for a kid waiting in front of his or her 

rural house or farm, usually a brown Chamorro (native 

Guamanian) kid. But we were mostly brown little kids, as white 

kids (usually military dependents) were actually the minority on 

this island. Chamorro and Filipino-American made up the 

majority.

We knew we were close to the school when we saw the 
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Veterans Cemetery to the right of us, with its white crosses. It’s 

weird now to think of an elementary school across the street 

from a cemetery. Back then, however, we didn’t think any of it, 

although my friends and I sometimes wondered if it had any 

taotaomona.

The bus arrived in front of New Piti, and we all filed out, all 

dressed in either T-shirts, shorts, jeans, Hawaiian shirts, 

sensible buckled shoes, sneakers, or even sandals. Since New 

Piti was a school that went from kindergarten to sixth grade, we 

ranged in age from barely five years old (like Wendy when she 

started kindergarten) to twelve (for the oldest sixth graders). 

The campus was a series of one-story cinderblock buildings, 

painted light blue and white. They were arranged into three 

adjoined sets of squares, with three open courtyards in the 

middle of each square of buildings. The classrooms opened 

into their own inner courtyard, with perimeter-fenced 

playground areas on the outside of the classroom buildings. 

The front building was the administration building, which also 

held the cafeteria (where they would serve such specialties as 

fresh fish with rice and chicken with gravy on bread) and the 

library. 

I don’t recall the library when I was in Miss Willeford’s first 

grade class. All that comes up in my memory is when I wore a 

homemade lime-green and white dress that itched like crazy for 

Picture Day, when I counted to a hundred in front of my class, 
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and when I went to my first school field trip, watching Star 

Trek: The Motion Picture. My first memory of the school library 

was in second grade, with a teacher that I can’t remember her 

name to save my life but was nice and very pregnant. We 

single-filed out of our little, open-windowed classroom, crossed 

the asphalt-paved courtyard with its many chalk-drawn 

hopscotch squares and numbers, and entered the library.

The library was mainly one-story high, but it had a little 

mezzanine-level where the audiovisual stuff were. There were 

huge, heavy wooden tables and high, wooden bookshelves with 

jars of preserved Pacific sea animals, like lionfish, sea 

cucumber, and porcupine fish, which swam in formaldehyde 

and sat on top of the lower shelves. The tallest bookshelves 

lined the walls of the main area of the library, and we used the 

attached rolling ladders to reach the higher shelves.

Everything felt heavy, lush, and woodsy. I was enchanted.

We kids were left to explore. Sitting crisscrossed on the 

carpeted floor, I discovered the fictional works that would 

obsess me for the next couple of years: the Little House books 

by Laura Ingalls Wilder and then the Alfred Hitchcock and the 

Three Investigators series, created by Robert Arthur.

As mentioned earlier, my entire family watched Little House 

on the Prairie on TV. We enjoyed and related to the 

misadventures of the Ingalls family. Like the Ingalls family of 

the late nineteenth century, my family moved around a lot, as 
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we followed Pa’s better opportunities. Like Caroline Ingalls, 

Mom quit her elementary schoolteacher position when she 

married and then moved away with Pa, albeit by commercial 

airplane instead of covered wagon. Traversing the Great Plains 

by covered wagon was like crossing the States by station 

wagon. Finally setting up a somewhat permanent home in 

Walnut Grove, Minnesota, where Mary, Laura, and Carrie 

helped out their Ma and Pa when they weren’t at school or 

church, felt a lot like my family finally setting up a somewhat 

permanent home in Naval Station Agaña, Guam, where Wendy 

and I helped out Mom and Pa, when we weren’t at New Piti or 

the Catholic church down the street. I saw myself in both Mary 

and Laura. Like Mary, I was the oldest and therefore required 

to be more responsible; like Laura, I was a tomboy and 

sometimes got into trouble with the grown-ups.

So when I explored the library and looked through the 

stacks, I instantly recognized the title The Little House on the 

Prairie on the spine of a book. When I noticed that the author’s 

name was Laura Ingalls Wilder and that there were eight more 

books (two before and six after) in the series, my seven-year old 

mind suddenly felt ten times larger than it had before. Laura 

Ingalls Wilder was a REAL person! Laura Ingalls Wilder wrote 

these books! Wait, Laura married Almanzo Wilder?

While by the second-grade I was a proficient reader, I had 

never read a book all the way through. But here were nine of 
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them, and they all looked fat with stout hardcovers. Just like the 

Harry Potter-loving Millennials and their younger siblings twenty 

years later, I wanted to know what happened to my favorite 

hero, Laura Ingalls. Motivated as I was (and happy to see that 

there were black-and-white pictures here and there in the 

book), I checked out the first book in the series, Little House in 

the Big Woods. 

The first sentence I read was “Once upon a time, sixty years 

ago, a little girl lived in the Big Woods of Wisconsin, in a little 

gray house made of logs.” Much later I learned that the book 

was originally published in 1932, so the “sixty years ago” was 

1872 – but I didn’t think of that at the time. I already knew it 

was during the pioneer days because of the TV show. I don’t 

remember how long it took me to finish that book, in between 

schoolwork, housework, Sunday school, and playtime with 

friends. Once finished, however, I returned it to the library and 

checked out the second book, Farmer Boy, which turned out to 

be the childhood of Almanzo Wilder.

Then Little House on the Prairie, when the Ingalls family 

moved to Kansas. On the Banks of Plum Creek, when they moved 

to Minnesota. By the Shores of Silver Lake, when they finally 

settled down in South Dakota. The Long Winter. Little Town on the 

Prairie. These Happy Golden Years, when Laura and Almanzo 

married. Finally, The First Four Years, when Laura and Almanzo 

started their own little farm.
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Sometime before the end of my second-grade year, I had 

read all of the Little House books and learned a few things. 1) 

The books were very different from the TV series, and I liked 

the books better. The descriptions of pioneer life were gritty 

and sometimes alarming. 2) People from the 1880s weren’t 

much different from people in the 1980s, in regards to their 

hopes, their disappointments, and their problems – especially 

when they dealt with disagreeable (and sometimes scary) people 

and situations beyond their control. 3) I knew new words and 

was a faster reader. Finally, 4) I was hungry for more books. 

Since I binge-read the Little House books, I had to look 

elsewhere.

That’s when I discovered the Alfred Hitchcock and the Three 

Investigators children’s mystery series in the school library.

I don’t know what drew me to the Three Investigators series. 

Perhaps it was re-runs of The Alfred Hitchcock Hour or The Hardy 

Boys Mysteries on TV.  All I know is that I became obsessed. The 

first book of the series – The Secret of Terror Castle -- was 

published back in 1964, written by Robert Arthur Jr. Other 

authors like William Arden and M.V. Carey also wrote in the 

series, which brought the book total in 1979 to thirty books, so 

I had plenty of books to pick from Alfred Hitchcock and the Three 

Investigators.

The plots were Scooby-Doo type stories, minus the comic 

relief of Shaggy and Scooby-Doo and the late-teen/early 
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twenties’ interactions of the rest of the Scooby gang. The Three 

Investigators were three fourteen-year old boys, all school 

friends, who started an amateur detective agency, 

headquartered in a Los Angeles family junkyard. Chubby 

Jupiter Jones (“First Investigator”) was the brain and leader, tall 

and athletic Pete Crenshaw (“Second Investigator”) was the 

muscle, and the smallest of the three, Bob Andrews (“Records 

and Research”), was the bookworm. 

Sure, they were older than I was at the time. But unlike the 

Hardy Boys or any other mystery or detective show on TV, 

Jupiter, Pete, and Bob were limited in their mobility (since they 

couldn’t drive), their resources (since they weren’t rich), and 

their access (since they were underage). Yet they always solved 

the mystery and won the case, with their logic, observation, and 

persistence.

I mean, they were kids AND detectives.

Also, while Pete may have fit the stereotypical male “hero” 

in his looks, he respected and followed his leader, the non-

heroic-looking Jupiter, and also respected and worked along 

with his peer, Bob. Mixed into the mystery was action-

adventure (car chases! kidnappings! secret traps! espionage!) 

and the glamor of Hollywood and LA’s international culture. 

As a Navy brat and tomboy, how could I not be obsessed with 

these books?

Thanks to the Little House books, I was a fast reader. I tore 
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through the school library’s collection of The Three Investigators 

like potato chips. When I couldn’t find more books in the 

library (or if the library was closed but I didn’t have a book 

with me), I begged Mom to bring me to the bookstore in the 

Navy Exchange and leave me there when she shopped in other 

places in the NEX (laid out similar to a civilian mall). Since she 

was more than happy to have one less kid to think about and 

knew that I would stay put, this became our shopping routine. 

Mom dropped me off at the bookstore, and I went to the 

children’s books section. Once I found The Three Investigators 

books, I sat down on the carpeted floor in front of the 

bookshelves, carefully took out a book that I hadn’t read yet, 

and started reading. Since The Three Investigators books in the 

bookstore were in paperback, I always made sure never to 

break the spine – Mom rarely bought me the book since it 

wasn’t budgeted. Then I read until Mom showed up, shopping 

bags and siblings in tow, to go home.

Of course, these days, bookstores – what few brick-and-

mortar bookstores are left nowadays – would never allow 

unattended, non-teen children in their stores. Any parent doing 

that today would likely also get in trouble with store security, 

the store manager, or even Child Protective Services. So, I 

definitely do not recommend any parent to do that with his or 

her child. 

But the late 1970s to early 1980s was a different time, and 
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Guam back then was a different place. Parental non-

supervision outside the home was commonplace for any kid 

older than six. First, parents taught us kids common-sense skills 

and assumed that we wouldn’t do anything stupid and could 

figure out problems on our own – just like Laura Ingalls and 

Jupiter Jones. But most importantly, they trusted the adults in 

our neighborhood to keep an eye on us. In my case, even 

though the workers in that bookstore didn’t know me or my 

mom by name, they knew we were part of the Navy family 

community and, therefore, belonged there. I certainly didn’t 

feel that I was with strangers, as customers perused the 

bookshelves around me, the staff left me alone, and I tore 

through the pages as fast as I could before Mom arrived.

I don’t think that I managed to read all thirty-four Three 

Investigators books that were published between 1964 and 1982, 

but I know that I read everything that I found at school and in 

the bookstore. What’s odd is that there was a local public 

library, yet I don’t recall going there on a regular basis nor 

checking out books. The habit of free-loading off of the NEX’s 

bookstore – and the store staff’s tolerance of me – was more 

ingrained than the habit of going to a non-school civilian 

library. 

Either way, I satisfied that craving to binge-read, and I 

haven’t read another Three Investigators book since Guam. (The 

last one, #43 The Mystery of the Cranky Collector, was published in 
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1987.) I wondered if that childhood obsession of mine stood 

the test of time, so I recently checked out a couple of Three 

Investigators books, The Mystery of the Screaming Clock (#9 in the 

series) and The Mystery of the Deadly Double (#28), from (irony of 

ironies) my local public library. After I read both, the repetitive 

nature of the Scooby-Doo-like plotlines, the overly dramatic 

dialogue, and the often unrealistic deus ex machina devices that 

guaranteed happy endings jarred me. These books were not 

meant for grown-ups. While I was a seven, eight, and then 

nine-year old kid, these books were irresistible, and I gobbled 

them up like circus peanuts and candy corn. But just like with 

circus peanuts and candy corn, I – as a reader – outgrew them.

However, I wouldn’t have grown as a reader if I hadn’t gone 

through that Three Investigators obsession, when I developed that 

habit of reading for leisure and fun, not just for school. Sure, it 

wasn’t great literature, but it was my own personal discovery, 

my own choice. The Alfred Hitchcock and the Three Investigators 

series was mine. As a young kid, who had very little control or 

power over her destiny, that was a massive realization.

And once I became a reader, nobody could take that away 

from me. Not even in the middle of a blackout.
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3  Movies – The Gateway to Books

Just as TV influenced me to become a reader, so did movies, 

and the first movie-motivating book I read was Star Wars: The 

Empire Strikes Back.

One of my earliest New Piti Elementary school memories 

was a field trip to the local movie theater to watch Star Trek: 

The Motion Picture when I was in first grade. Now, how the 

principal rationalized going to the movies as an educational 

endeavor I haven’t a clue. Perhaps it was teaching first graders 

science? As I sat in that dark movie theater and stared at the 

bald, glowing head of one of the main characters, I was 

confused as heck because – well – Star Trek: The Motion Picture 

just wasn’t meant for six-year olds.

In contrast, Star Wars: A New Hope, was. Or, better put, Star 

Wars: A New Hope was meant for all ages, even all the way 
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down to six-year olds.

While I saw Star Trek about the same time as it was released 

in the States, in 1979, I didn’t see Star Wars: A New Hope until 

early 1980. That was over two full years after its stateside 

release, at the naval base movie theater. I didn’t see it when it 

was released back in 1977, maybe because my parents thought 

we kids were too young or they were too busy with a new baby 

(my brother Eric). Either way, Star Wars: A New Hope was 

shown again in theaters on Guam, and Pa, a huge science-

fiction and action-adventure fan, hauled all of us to the movie 

theater.

When I first saw it at age eight, I tried to read the scrolling 

words after the opening title, but it was too fast. I jumped at 

the loud sound of blasters the first time I heard them. I sat, 

transfixed, and left my popcorn untouched. I probably leaned 

over to ask Pa questions of what was going on, and he likely 

answered, “Shhhh – just watch and you’ll find out.”

When I found out that a sequel, Star Wars: The Empire Strikes 

Back, was going to be in theaters the summer of 1980 (perhaps 

that was why the base theater was re-showing A New Hope – to 

hype up the sequel), I knew that we had to go back to the 

theater once it arrived.

But, for some reason, we didn’t go to the theater when it 

arrived in late May.

Then it started to rain.
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And rain.

And rain.

It wasn’t a typhoon, and it was too early for the rainy 

season. But the rain – stopping and then starting, stopping and 

then starting again -- was enough to make sporadic blackouts in 

some areas.

In spite of that, my family was invited to an early summer 

party hosted at a house that wasn’t military housing. We piled 

into the station wagon well before the party and set off because 

it was a bit of a drive to get there. Pa drove steadily inland, 

from the lowland coast, with its sandy beaches and easy, paved 

roads, to the lush highland plateau of Guam’s interior. The 

more inland we went, the less sandy the soil, as it became old 

volcanic-like ridges covered with tropical, marshy soil. The 

ridges petered out onto the flatter plateau, which was cracked 

with ancient canyon-like crevices so that we drove on a 

highland road with a black crumbly rock wall covered with dark 

green jungle on one side and a sheer drop of several hundred 

feet into a deep blue inland lagoon on the other side. There was 

a reason that the highest speed limit on Guam back then was 

forty-five miles an hour, but mostly everybody did thirty.

Since I had (and still have) a fear of heights, I looked at the 

jungle instead of the sheer drop on the side of the road. Nipa 

palm trees, coconut trees, hardwood ifits, and gigantic banyan 

trees created different shades of dark green that mingled and 
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shimmered into one another as the light glinted off the drops 

when the rain paused. A similar type jungle surrounded New 

Piti Elementary School, so I wasn’t afraid, although (as I did 

every time I saw a dark, lonely place in Guam) I wondered if 

taotaomona were in there.

When Mom got nervous, she nagged. “It’s 40 here, Pa, it’s 

40.” (Yes, my mom usually called my dad “Pa”.)

“Fely, nobody goes 40 here.”

“But nobody does 50, either. Slow down! It’s raining!”

“Fely, I know how to drive. See I’m slowing down.”

“There’s a bend in the road.”

“I see it.” Pa slowed the station wagon, made the bend, and 

sped up.

“Don’t speed!”

“Ay naku! Will you just let me drive?”

We eventually pulled up onto a wide, gravel driveway of an 

expansive one-story house designed to remind one of Spanish 

villas with its pinkish stucco and tiled roof. There was plenty of 

room for the various cars already parked and also just arriving. 

I recognized many of the Filipino guests and even the hosts – 

whom I called Auntie and Uncle even though we weren’t 

related – as we got out of the station wagon and rushed into 

the house, even though the rain had stopped. (I must admit 

that I don’t remember the host family’s name, so let’s call the 

hosts “Auntie Tess” and “Uncle Carl” from here onward.)
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As usual, the menfolk went out back with beers and 

cigarettes, to finish grilling and roasting the various meats 

under the dripping eaves of the back patio. Meanwhile, the 

older womenfolk bustled in the kitchen, as they cooked over 

steaming pots and oil-popping woks while the younger women 

set out hot, large dishes in a huge buffet table. They all spoke in 

rapid-fire Pilipino, and I wished that I could understand them.

Since us kids couldn’t play outside because of the weather, 

we played inside, in various kids’ bedrooms. We jumped up and 

down on beds, played board games, and, of course, played 

Marco Polo. As the oldest sibling, I was in charge of Wendy 

(who was six at the time) and Eric (who was three), so I 

couldn’t get too crazy with playing.

The party went for a long time, which culminated with 

singing cheesy serenades and dancing. Auntie Tess made sure 

everyone got party food leftover from the buffet table, as she 

supplied aluminum foil, plastic wrap, and Styrofoam plates. My 

family was one of the very last guests left when the heavy rain 

started again and the power went out.

“Ay!” I heard the remaining grown-ups say and then speak 

rapid-fire Pilipino as the host family sought out flashlights, 

candles, and matches. 

Mom thought it best to wait until the rain lessened and the 

power came back on, as did the remaining guests, so we all 

settled down in the large living room, with lit candles as our 
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only light source. At one point, I needed to go to the 

bathroom, so I grabbed one of the flashlights and made my 

way to the hall one.

“I’m using it,” someone said. It sounded like one of the 

daughters who lived in the house.

“Oh, okay. Where’s the other bathroom?”

“In my mom and dad’s room. Down the hall.”

So I made my way through the unfamiliar house, tried not to 

get spooked by the shadows on the walls and the shadowy 

thoughts of taotaomona in my mind, and reached the bathroom 

in the master bedroom. As quickly as I could without shirking 

on personal hygiene, I finished peeing (too much juice and 

water), cleaned up, and started my way out.

As I passed a vanity table, my light fell on a paperback book. 

Looking closer, I recognized the figures on the cover. They 

were Han Solo and Princess Leia. Then I read the title -- Star 

Wars: The Empire Strikes Back.

It was the novelization of the movie that I wanted to see but 

hadn’t had a chance yet!

Bringing the book back with me to the living room, I gave 

back the flashlight to Auntie Tess and asked, “Can I read this?” 

I held up the book so she could see it.

“Oh, okay -- but wait until the lights come back on. It’s too 

dark to read.”

I sat down with the book and listened to the rain and the 
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lulling murmur of adult, Filipino voices. After a while, I looked 

around. I saw Pa with the menfolk (the “uncles”) and Mom 

with the womenfolk (the “aunties”), clustered in separate areas 

of the living room. My siblings were asleep on the sofa, and the 

remaining kids – the children of Auntie Tess and Uncle Carl – 

had gone to bed. Nobody was paying any attention to me. 

Since I wasn’t even sleepy as I wanted to find out what 

happened after that big ceremony at the end of Star Wars: A 

New Hope, I hunkered close to a cluster of candles and read as 

much as I could by flickering candlelight.

After a while I heard “Eh, you’ll hurt your eyes. Aren’t your 

eyes tired?”

I looked up and saw that one of the aunties noticed me 

reading. “No, I’m okay, Auntie.”

That was when Mom noticed. “Rufel, it’s too dark.”

“It’s okay, Mom. I can see.” I pointed to the candles with 

the book.

“You can read later.”

I started to protest, but then the lights came back on.

“Okay, time to go home,” Pa declared. “It’s late.”

“But, but --”

“You can borrow that book, so you can finish,” Uncle Carl 

said. He smiled. “That’s a big book – you can read all that?”

“Yes,” Mom answered for me. “She likes to read.”

That was one of the first times Mom acknowledged my 
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book-reading habit.

Clutching the book to my chest, I said, “Thank you, Uncle.”

It only took me a couple of days to finish the book, and I 

returned it to Uncle Carl at the next party.

I never did see Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back in the 

theater. The summer got too busy, what with beach parties, 

swimming, and Girl Scouts. Also, I started having visits to the 

eye doctor for near-sightedness, so perhaps the aunties were 

right. But I knew I didn’t miss anything about the movie, since 

I read the movie in book form. 

So the summer when I was eight years old was when my 

habit of linking movies and their book versions began, but only 

if the story was compelling enough. I didn’t seek out another 

book version of a movie until a few years later, when David 

Lynch’s version of Frank Herbert’s Dune arrived in theaters in 

1984. I saw it, was overwhelmed by the imagery, and wanted to 

know more about the messed up human relationships that got 

caught up in weird, interplanetary politics. 

Coincidentally, my dad’s brother, Uncle Fred, visited from 

Seattle, Washington, and he had the movie tie-on book. I 

borrowed his copy; it read like a long encyclopedia with a sci-fi 

political thriller woven in. But when Uncle Fred had to leave 

and I wasn’t finished with his book yet, he just gave it to me. 

When I finished, I decided that Herbert’s Dune wasn’t my cup 

of sci-fi tea, although I still saw the book to be better than 
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Lynch’s movie version.

I still like watching movies; for instance, when Return of the 

Jedi was in theaters in 1983, I saw it three times. These days, 

however, I’m choosier with my time and money. I won’t seek 

out book versions unless I want to know more of the story. 

Movies are easy to draw in the watcher, what with music, 

actors, scenery, and sound effects. But even a really long movie 

only takes up an evening’s worth of time. If the story was 

particularly engaging, one in which I would like to “live” in that 

story’s world for a few more hours or even a few more days, 

then the ending of that movie always felt premature and abrupt. 

That’s when I looked for the book version – to have that 

movie-goer experience expanded, with its additional details, 

exposition, description, dialogue, and backstory. 

That was how I read Harry Potter. I was a single women in 

my late twenties when J. K. Rowling’s first books were 

published, so I was well outside the publisher’s intended reader 

demographic. However, when Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone 

hit theaters, I saw it and immediately thought, “Okay, I need to 

read the books.” At first, I borrowed the books from the library 

but – compelled to revisit Rowling’s world free from due dates 

– I eventually bought the entire series; unlike my younger self, I 

could afford to do so.

If the book came first, then the movie version always felt 

too short: too much short-shrift taken, to accommodate a two-
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hour-or-so show time. That’s how I felt when I saw the 

subsequent movie versions of the Harry Potter books, as well as 

The Lord of the Rings, which I bought used at the local Half-Price 

Books and read the summer after I graduated from college. But 

it was always enlightening to see a dramatic interpretation of 

what was in my reading head, and Alan Rickman’s Severus 

Snape and Ian McKellen’s Gandalf were amazingly close to 

what I got from the books.

Due to this long-held connection of movies with books, I 

see movies as the gateway to books for any nascent and non-

reader. As a mom, I get my grade-school son book versions of 

any movie he obsesses about – like Star Wars or The Avengers -- 

usually short chapter books with lots of illustrations. My kid 

has a growing library with titles beginning with SpongeBob, Iron 

Man, and Spider Man. In this age of New Media, where his 

favorite YouTube videos are age-appropriate Minecraft 

gameplay, there are even Minecraft children’s books available.

When I teach a sophomore literature class, I know that my 

community college students are only in the class to fulfill a core 

curriculum requirement. So I show at least one movie version 

of what we’re reading so that my students can have a visual and 

auditory “hook” into the book. I find the movie version in the 

library, whether it be Anton Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard or 

Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis. Then we compare the movie 

version with its book in class discussions. In the end, I have 
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students who remember the book more -- with that movie in 

their heads -- than if the students had faced the book alone.

I have no problem when students see movie versions of 

books. Good movies are awesome. The joy, however, is when 

they discover that the books that spawn those movies are even 

more so.



47

4  The Accidental Autodidact, or How to Raise a Nerd

“Are all of your family like you?” a student asked me.

“What do you mean?”

“Do they all like reading and writing like you do?”

After much laughter I replied, “No. I’m the black sheep in 

the family – I turned out being a nerd.”

“How did that happen?”

“Well,” I said, “that’s sort of a long story.”

The long story began with how my mom escaped the future 

of being a poor, country farmer’s wife.

Born in the late 1940s, my mom grew up in a Philippines 

that had recently gained its independence from US American 

rule and was still economically and socially recovering from 

years of Japanese occupation during World War II. For my 

mom’s family, times were always difficult because being 

subsistence farmers meant struggling against nature and the 
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market. Mom was one of the younger children, out of a large 

family of ten children living in a thatched roof house. As soon 

as she could walk and hold a broom, she swept the floors. As 

soon as she could hold onto the lead of the family carabao (a 

water buffalo), she helped her family plow and plant crops in 

the rich, muddy soil. One time she fell out of a tree and hurt 

her arm, but her family couldn’t afford medical care. Her 

mother tended to her wounds at home and, as soon as she 

healed, young Fely went back to the fields.

In another instance of hard farm life, my mom and her 

brother once had to harvest salt from the soil. They gathered 

the muddy, clay soil, evaporated away the water, and scraped up 

the remaining salt. It was a dirty, time-consuming process, just 

so that they had enough to sell in the market.

By the time she was old enough for school, Mom was more 

than ready. She started elementary school in the first grade in 

June, which was the beginning of the rainy season.

 “Why do they start school in June? It was always so 

muddy!” Mom said to me, shaking her head. “I had one good 

dress, and I had to wash it all the time.”

As a young girl, Mom was embarrassed that she was a poor 

country kid in an elementary school that included town kids 

from San Fernando, La Union. (One of those town kids was 

her future husband.) Back then, only elementary school was 

compulsory and thus publicly-funded. Many rural kids 
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completed sixth grade and declined high school, which went 

from seventh to tenth grade, to return to their family farms. 

She saw girl students finish elementary school, go home, marry 

at age thirteen or fourteen, and then have children for their 

husbands. She saw girls look old by eighteen, with three young 

children and pregnant with the fourth.

“I didn’t want that life,” Mom said, as she touched her chest 

where her heart was. “There was something in me, something 

that wanted more than that.”

By the time Mom finished sixth grade, she knew she wanted 

to go on to high school, so she worked extra hard on the farm 

to make more money. For instance, Mom harvested tobacco, 

where she bundled up tobacco leaves for processing and got 

sick with nicotine poisoning. She put herself through high 

school and then realized she wanted more.

“I wanted to go to college” Mom said.

Mom wasn’t a strong student – reading and writing didn’t 

come easily for her – but she was a determined one. Also, she 

had older siblings who had already gone to college, through the 

support of her family’s farm work and assistance from other 

relatives. A couple of her oldest sisters even became nurses and 

left the Philippines for jobs abroad. So Mom applied to 

National University, got accepted, and studied to become an 

elementary schoolteacher.

“Why didn’t you become a nurse, like your sisters?” I asked.
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Mom wrinkled her nose. “Being a nurse has too much 

responsibility for a person’s life. Who needs that stress?”

A year after Mom graduated with her degree, she taught at a 

small elementary school and discovered that she really didn’t 

like it. However, teaching was an acceptable profession, and job 

options for a college-educated woman were poor. When Mom 

was in college, it was the early 1960s. The movement for 

women’s rights, especially women’s rights in a Third World 

country like the Philippines, was still in its infancy. College and 

workplace choices for young women were limited. Besides, 

people expected that once women married, they would quit to 

become housewives and mothers, that is, “homemakers.”  

Thus, everyone expected Mom to marry at some point.

Mom was a young schoolteacher when she reunited with an 

old, hometown friend – Ruben Ramos, my dad. He had come 

visiting family and old friends while on leave. Just a year ago he 

enlisted in the US Navy through the competitive Philippine 

Enlistment Program. In a short courtship, Mom and Pa eloped 

in May 1968 (to the great disapproval of her family), and then 

Pa left, as he shipped off on the USS Caloosahatchee.

Mom barely saw Pa, as he served on various ships 

throughout the Western Pacific, even in Vietnam, where he 

served on the destroyer, USS Keppler. Meanwhile, Mom worked 

as an elementary schoolteacher. When his tour on the Keppler 

ended in 1971, Pa returned to the Philippines. He offered Mom 
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to go with him to his next duty station, Commander 

Headquarters Support Activity, of the US Taiwan Defense 

Command, in Taipei, Taiwan. On that day, Mom quit her job 

and never taught in a school ever again.

Mom had been a young student who struggled with money 

for books and supplies and gave up being a young 

schoolteacher who struggled to make sure her classroom had 

enough resources. However, those academic experiences 

followed her when she became a housewife and mother.

In Taiwan, a family friend gave my parents an incredible gift, 

on occasion of my infant baptism, a complete set of the 

Encyclopedia Americana, including five supplemental volumes: A 

Treasury of American Literature Volumes I and II, A Treasury of the 

World’s Great Speeches, A Treasury of the Essay, The Home Book of 

Musical Knowledge, and The Complete Works of Shakespeare – 

Kittredge Players Illustrated Edition. My parents also received a ten-

volume The Book of Popular Science by Grolier and an 

alphabetical, four-volume medical encyclopedia set. Mom and 

Pa put them up in their towering, brand-new wall unit/curio 

cabinet as shelving decoration, and our home library traveled 

with us from across the ocean, from Taiwan to Illinois to South 

Carolina, to Guam, and (later) across the ocean again.

By the time I was eight years old, Mom noticed that I never 

consulted this vast collection of reference materials. Even 
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though I was a voracious reader, she decided that I was too 

young for these books. In their spare, monochrome covers, 

they didn’t look inviting to a grade-schooler used to catchy 

colors and illustrations. 

Meanwhile, during the early spring of my third grade year, 

New Piti Elementary School had a teachers’ strike. My teacher, 

a guy we students all called Bruce, was one of the strikers. (I 

don’t recall his last name because we always called him Bruce.) 

It was sad because Bruce was a funny teacher who was 

challenging at the same time. One time, he showed up wearing 

a beret and declared in a bad French accent, “I am zee Evil 

Bruce, Bruce’s twin brother, and I will give you all zee pop quiz 

today!”

In place of him, my class received a mediocre, barely 

qualified substitute teacher. She made us copy words off of the 

glossary in the backs of our books, play too many rounds of 

“Heads Up, Seven Up,” and come home with no homework. 

When the strike ended by Spring Break, the teachers had lost, 

and my classmates and I never saw Bruce again.

The substitute teacher stayed, and I wasn’t learning 

anything.

Somewhere in that time, when Wendy and I were at school, 

a door-to-door Worldbook encyclopedia salesman arrived at 

the house, and Mom bought the 1981 edition of the fifteen-

volume Childcraft: The How and Why Library series from him. 
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When we came home from school, Mom pointed to the 

brightly-colored, hardback volumes that were on the lowest, 

most kid-accessible shelf of the wall unit and said, “Look what 

I bought you!”

I am not over-exaggerating when I say this: Childcraft 

changed my life.

Allow me to travel through time, into the twenty-first 

century, and in space, Grand Prairie, Texas. My siblings and I 

were over at my parents’ house for Sunday dinner in the 

summer of 2010. (We were and still are fortunate to live within 

thirty miles of our parents, even as we moved out and became 

busy with our adult lives.) After dinner and karaoke, Wendy 

dug through some old boxes stored in our parents’ garage and 

discovered our old 1981 Childcraft books, with all fifteen 

volumes intact, if somewhat dusty and musty.

“Here,” she said, thinking of my then nearly-three year-old 

son. “For Daniel.”  Then she helped me load my car.

I have those Childcraft books right now, in my own home 

library, for the next generation to read.

Childcraft is a set of encyclopedic anthologies divided by 

subjects found in an elementary school curriculum, like math, 

reading, science, and social studies. It existed in one form or 

another since the 1930s and was an international phenomenon, 
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translated in many languages and sold world-wide. Volumes 1-3 

covered reading and language arts. Volumes 4-7 covered the 

hard sciences. Volumes 8-10 covered social studies. Volumes 

11 covered arts, crafts, and recreation. Volume 12 covered 

observation and non-verbal communication. Volume 13 

covered mathematics. Volume 14 covered health. Finally, 

Volume 15 covered child growth and development (which was 

meant for parents but I read anyway). 

At the tender age of eight, I didn’t know any of that. But on 

a cool spring Guamanian day in 1981, I pulled out that first 

Childcraft volume, its hardback cover a vivid red and titled Poems 

and Rhymes. I instantly recognized that my family had its own 

school library and was thrilled.

Me being me, I read the books in order.

First was Volume 1, Poems and Rhymes. It. consisted of short 

verses like traditional nursery rhymes and contemporary poems, 

which I’d read aloud to my siblings. While most of the poems 

were standard little-kid stuff, like “Old Mother Hubbard” and 

“The City Mouse and the Garden Mouse,” I found interesting 

the “Poems and rhymes set to music” section because I had 

started piano lessons. Pa had bought a Yamaha organ and, 

being the oldest child, I was the first one inflicted with lessons 

and was learning how to read music. Since I already knew what 

the songs sounded like (“Twinkle Twinkle Little Star,” “The 

Farmer in the Dell,” “Frère Jacques,” and so on), I propped 
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open the book on the music stand, slowly read the staff 

notation, and hunt-and-pecked the notes as part of my piano 

practice.

Next was Volume 2, a lime green book titled Stories and 

Fables. It had children’s moral stories, folk tales, and fairy tales 

by authors such as A. A. Milne, Hans Christian Anderson, 

Aesop, and the Brothers Grimm. It introduced me to Greek 

myths like King Midas, Pandora, and Persephone. It even had 

folk tales from other countries, like “Why the Kangaroo Hops 

on Two Legs” from Australia. However, as much as I liked the 

stories in Volume 2, I loved the stories in Volume 3.

Volume 3, a magenta book, was Children Everywhere. Like 

Volume 2, it was an anthology of short stories, but this time 

they were contemporary children’s short stories from 

international authors, translated into English. From Ireland to 

Iran, each story about a modern kid somewhere else in the 

world fascinated and enlightened me. For instance, an Israeli 

story titled “Call Across the Border” by Devora Omer was 

about a young Israeli boy who discovers that he can’t 

communicate with a group of friendly Arab kids across the 

River Jordan. In the end, he learns that he may never be able 

because of a war. This made eight-year-old me incredibly sad, 

even though I didn’t know where Israel was on a map and 

didn’t know what war Omer was writing about.

Volume 4, a Smurf-blue book, was World and Space. This was 
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one of my favorite Childcraft books because of the nascent 

space shuttle program. A month after the end of the teachers’ 

strike and three days before my ninth birthday, the first space 

shuttle, Space Shuttle Columbia, was launched. For kids of my 

generation, the Space Shuttle program was like the Gemini-

Apollo program of the previous generation. Just like many of 

those kids twenty years ago, I was entranced with the idea of 

going into space someday. I wanted to be an astronaut when I 

grew up. So World and Space, which covered the basics of earth 

science and astronomy, was my first official instruction in that 

childhood dream. I especially paid attention to the last section, 

“People Who Study the World and Space,” which explained 

careers like geologists, volcanologists, oceanographers, and 

astronomers. Fortunately for my astronaut dreams, I liked 

science and math. Unfortunately for my astronaut dreams, I 

soon developed major myopia and astigmatism in both eyes.

Volume 5, a light tan book, was About Animals. As expected 

from its title, it covered everything about animals in a kid-

friendly way – sort of like the PBS show Wild Kratts in 

illustrated book form, minus the narrative storyline. It also 

covered extinct animals like trilobites, dinosaurs, and 

mammoths. In retrospect, this book introduced me to animal 

evolution and animal conservation without using those fancy 

words.

Volume 6, an avocado green book, was The Green Kingdom. 
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Similar in format to About Animals, it covered everything about 

plants – from algae to bristlecone pine trees -- in a kid-friendly 

way with appealing illustrations and photographs. It also 

covered extinct plants, the evolution of plant life on Earth, and 

the origin of coal from “coal forests” – the plants and trees that 

grew, died, and became coal today. As cool as it was to learn 

that, what fascinated me was, of all things, slime mold!

Volume 7, an ocean blue book, was How Things Work. As a 

science-minded, antsy kid, this was another of my favorite 

Childcraft books, as it covered physics and chemistry. Besides 

explaining concepts like inertia, simple machines, the stages of 

matter, and electricity, it included mini-stories of scientific 

discovery, like Marie Curie’s discovery of radium, and plenty of 

“try this at home” simple experiments, like a lemon battery. 

Trying every experiment in that book kept me busy well into 

middle school.

Volume 8, a bright orange book, was About Us. It explored 

the different customs and manners of people all over the world 

via side-by-side comparison. In other words, it was kid-friendly 

comparative anthropology and multicultural studies. It 

compared everything from eating habits to schooling to 

religious practices. When I read this book, it was like visiting 

different people in their homes, all over the world, and I never 

had to leave my living room.

Following it was Volume 9, a rose pink book titled Holidays 
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and Birthdays. It was another comparative anthropology of 

people all over the world, except this time it was their holidays, 

which included historical people’s birthdays. Most of the 

book’s chapters were organized by month, from January to 

December, and each “month” chapter was organized by day, 

from the first day to the last day of the month. However, I 

really liked the first chapter, which was an overview of calendar 

systems. It included the origins of the names of the days of the 

week – the sun, moon, and Norse gods! – and the different 

kinds of calendar systems in the world, like the Islamic calendar 

and the Chinese zodiac calendar.

Volume 10, a yellowish-brown book, was Places to Know. As a 

Navy kid who had crossed one ocean and an entire continent 

twice, I was already a travel bug, so reading what was 

tantamount to a gigantic sight-seeing book of the entire planet 

was great fun. Okefenokee Swamp (it’s still fun to say), Lake 

Titicaca, Ayers Rock, and so forth – I liked to imagine going 

there.

Volume 11, a navy blue book, was Make and Do. A multi-

topic arts and crafts book for kids, this was Wendy’s favorite 

book and where I learned how to sew by hand and drive a nail. 

We made papier mâché, finger paint, baking soda clay, rock and 

shell sculptures, hand-sewn ponchos, woven tapestries, and 

home-made puppets and costumes. We learned rules for games 

like “Statues” and “Sardines.” However, these were only some 
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of the things Wendy and I made and did from this book. 

Although we did almost everything, we didn’t do the 

woodworking projects. Our parents forbade us to use a cross-

cut saw, and we couldn’t find the coping saw.

Volume 12, a dark pink book, was Look and Learn. It 

covered symbolic communication like trademarks and the 

various meanings for colors that depended on the situation. For 

example, red either meant “I love you” or “Stop!” It also 

explained non-verbal communication, like facial expressions 

and clothing choices. I was surprised by how much there was 

to know about the history and complexity of social, economic, 

and artistic cues in the Western world.

Volume 13, a harvest gold book, was Mathemagic. Like World 

and Space and How Things Work, this was yet another favorite 

Childcraft book of mine, when I dreamt of being an astronaut as 

I studied science and math. It wasn’t a math textbook or math 

workbook. Instead, Mathemagic explained the history and theory 

behind the numbers, with a lot of symbolic logic and puzzles 

thrown in. Math was not boring! For instance, I learned how to 

make an abacus, discovered where modern numerals came 

from – Arabia! – and read excerpts from books like The Phantom 

Tollbooth and Flatland.

Volume 14, a light-blue book, was About Me. It was a cross 

between a kid-appropriate health book and child development 

book. It was comprehensive enough, considering the topics it 
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had to cover. For example, I saw illustrations of the human 

skeleton and major organs and read what they did. I saw 

growth charts, learned how the body heals itself, and saw a 

photo illustrating that our faces are asymmetrical. I learned how 

to make a family tree and where babies came from (without the 

gratuitous details).

Finally, Volume 15, a dark purple book, was Guide for Parents. 

It was basically the adult version of About Me, but framed as a 

parenting book. The first section covered child development 

from birth to adolescence. The second section covered special 

topics, like adoption, divorce, and disabilities. The third section 

was an alphabetical medical guide, from “Abscess” to 

“Whooping cough.” The fourth section, “Guide and Index to 

Childcraft,” was a guide for teachers and homeschooling parents 

who used Childcraft as their textbooks. What’s funny is that my 

parents never read this book. On the other hand, I – curious 

kid that I was -- read it cover to cover, looking up the words in 

a hardback-bound dictionary that we had when I didn’t 

understand. It was this book that helped me understand my 

own childhood growth and development. (When I later served 

as a stand-in for my working parents when I looked after my 

siblings after school, Guide for Parents was effectively a 

babysitter’s bible.)

By the time I had gone through these fifteen volumes, I 

more than made up for my lost third-grade spring semester. 
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With my head full of knowledge, I entered fourth grade in 

September 1981 like a chattering encyclopedia. Mr. Paulino, my 

teacher, delegated me as one of the “fast” students who tutored 

any struggling classmate when he was helping someone else. I 

didn’t mind: I made friends and wasn’t bored when I finished 

my classwork early. I don’t recall learning anything really brand 

new in what was my final year in Guam, other than finding out 

that Mr. Paulino liked the band Air Supply so much that he 

played the band’s albums on the classroom’s record player 

during quiz and test times. Childcraft introduced me to the 

concepts, and Mr. Paulino embellished what I knew.

When Pa got orders to report to Naval Air Station Dallas, 

Texas, by July 1982, I knew that my family’s four wonderful 

years on Guam was over. It was hard to leave a house that 

actually felt like a home for a change, people who felt like 

family, and kids who were friends – even best friends (I’m 

talking about you, Mary Wegryzn, wherever you are). It was 

hard not finishing elementary school at New Piti, with those 

friends. But our home library was coming with us, especially 

those Childcraft books that still remind me of my idyllic 

childhood on Guam. That softened the blow of leaving, if only 

a little.

I credit the Childcraft books — more than any other early 

educational experience — for making me the autodidact that I 
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became back in third grade and still am to this day. Schools and 

teachers would come and go (which often happened in a 

military family), but Childcraft was stable and forever. 

Yes, the photos are old. Yes, a lot of the information is also 

dated and one can see more up-to-date information on the 

web. But having the wealth of knowledge that a child can 

actually FEEL in his or her hands, knowledge that will not get 

lost in hacked servers, 404 errors, and power blackouts — a 

wealth of knowledge that is for that child and that child alone 

— is a treasure beyond measure.

I will always be grateful that our parents gave me and my 

siblings the gift of knowledge. I am grateful that my sister 

found our old books for me and my son.

Childcraft is something that Google just can’t touch.



63

5  When the Reader Wrote

One time a student, who was studying to become an 

elementary school teacher, asked me, “When you were little, 

did you want to be a teacher when you grew up?”

“Me? Oh, no,” I replied. “No. When I was a little kid, I 

wanted to be an astronaut, but these” – I pointed to my high-

prescription-strength glasses – “put an end to that. But I found 

something else that was much, much better.”

“What was that?” another student asked.

“A writer.”

In the summer of 1982, my family’s last day on Guam was 

spent at a hotel. Our friends threw us one last party – a good-

bye party – at the hotel pool. We kids swam until it got dark, 
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and then the party ended. All of our friends, our little village of 

people who were like family, went home, and my family headed 

back up, to our hotel room. We were leaving in early June, in 

order to have a month to visit family, first in the Philippines 

and then California, before we made the long drive from San 

Diego to Grand Prairie, Texas.

My siblings, tired out, went to bed early, but I couldn’t get 

to sleep. I was too excited, too anxious. I stayed up, watching 

two cable-provided movies on the hotel TV with Mom and Pa. 

Somewhere at the end of the second movie, Mom and Pa 

broke the news.

Pa said, “You’ll have to stay a few more days on Guam, with 

Auntie Tess and Uncle Carl.”

I stared at both of them, the movie muted in the 

background. “Why?”

“Eh, your papers weren’t in order yet – it will take just three 

more days, and it will be all right.”

“But,” I asked, “why weren’t my papers in order yet?” I had 

no idea what “my papers” meant; I just knew that it sounded 

bad.

“Ay naku,” Mom sighed. “Your passport needed to be 

updated because you’re adopted.” Then, for the first time, she 

showed me my passport.

It was green. It was a Taiwanese passport, with a black and 

white toddler picture in it. My name was printed as “WANG, 
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SU-FONG, ALSO KNOWN AS RUSEL RAMOS.” Since 

only Pa was an American citizen at the time, and I was born to 

a single, Taiwanese national, my citizenship was still mish-

mashed with Taiwan. It also didn’t help that my only 

international “official papers” had a typo in it.

I couldn’t think of anything to say.

“We adopted you when you were a baby,” Mom said, 

sounding guilty, “but you will always be our daughter.”

“I will always be your pa, and your mom will always be your 

mom,” Pa added.

“We will always love you,” Mom said.

“But,” Pa declared with reluctance, “not everyone in the 

Philippines knows you were adopted.”

“Just keep this quiet, okay?” Mom said.

I stared at them, as that movie finished in the background. 

“Okay, Mom. Okay, Pa.”

“You’re a good girl,” Mom said. She turned off the TV. 

“You’ll be okay,” Pa said. “One of your uncles will be your 

official guardian on the airplane ride to the Philippines. See, 

here’s the affidavit.” Pa showed me a signed and notarized 

letter as proof.

“We’ll pick you up at the airport,” Mom said. “You’re lucky. 

You’ll be flying on a nice Pan Am airplane while we go by 

military transport plane.”

“Okay, Mom.”
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Then we all got ready for bed, and Mom and Pa went to 

sleep.

I didn’t.

Oh, and the two movies that were shown that night? The 

first one was Chariots of Fire.

The second was Mommy Dearest.

I truly wish that I was making that up.

To say that my ten-year-old self had abandonment issues 

would be an understatement.

Thanks to the Childcraft book Guide to Parents, I was familiar 

with adoption, so I knew that my biological parents gave me 

up. As my family – “Are they my family?” I thought back then 

– went to the airport, leaving me behind, I went with Auntie 

Tess and Uncle Carl to spend two nights and three days at their 

house.

Absolutely speaking, Auntie and Uncle (who were actually 

not related to Mom and Pa but were their close friends) were as 

familiar and warm to me as my own family. Their two 

daughters were fun and friendly playmates, and their house was 

large, airy, and open to me. During the day, around them, I 

smiled, played, and thanked their kind company. During the 

night, as they slept, I fought with the double demons of fear 

and grief. After the second day, when I woke up to the third 

morning after a fitful night of not-sleeping, I was ready to 
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leave.

The entire family came with me to the airport and made sure 

my legal guardian – a man whom Pa said I should consider as 

“Uncle” even though he was a complete stranger to me – met 

me at the departure gate. This was before the days of 9/11, so 

Auntie, Uncle, and their daughters came with me through 

security, all the way to my departure gate. I only had a carry-on, 

as my other luggage was with Mom and Pa in the Philippines.

After I said my goodbyes, realizing that I would likely never 

see them again, I followed my guardian onto the jet way and 

then onto the plane. The white and blue of Pan American 

World Airways were everywhere in the cabin. I sat in a window 

seat, my carry-on tucked in front of me. My guardian sat next 

to me, in an aisle seat. Try as I might, I cannot recall what my 

guardian looked like, not even his ethnicity. My insomnia, fear, 

and grief knocked out the image of this man who had full legal 

responsibility for me during the time I was in his care.

As the plane lifted off for the long, three-hour flight to 

Manila International Airport, I stared out the window and saw 

the Earth fall below me. From above I saw the funny, crooked 

shape of what had been my little island home and felt keenly 

the loss of that childhood on Guam. As I stared at the vast, 

blue ocean stretch before me, I felt the loss of my family and 

my friends. But, most of all, I felt the loss of my innocence. 

For the first time of my life, I felt totally alone. I wanted to 
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cry, but I couldn’t – not on a plane with a bunch of strangers, 

which included the one sitting next to me. Instead, I looked at 

the seat pocket in front of me and, behind a safety brochure 

and a barf bag, was a slim magazine. Pulling it out, I saw that it 

was a copy of Cricket, an illustrated literary magazine for older 

kids. I absent-mindedly flipped through the pages until I 

stopped at a little black and white illustration of a faun and a 

little pig-tailed girl. They walked together under the same 

umbrella. I read “Lucy felt a little frightened, but she felt very 

inquisitive and excited as well.”

Those were the first words of The Chronicles of Narnia, from 

The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, that I ever read.

I barely remember the three days I spent before that flight. I 

don’t remember my guardian at all. I also don’t remember what 

happened when I arrived, safe and sound, at Manila 

International Airport, when my family and extended family met 

me at the gate. Instead, I remember when I met Lucy Pevensie 

and Mr. Tumnus for the first time, through the pages of Cricket 

magazine, on an airplane several thousands of feet above the 

deep, dark Pacific Ocean. Lucy meeting Mr. Tumnus made me 

forget my own troubles, and I became aware of the palliative 

power of story and the author behind the story, C. S. Lewis. 

After reading the book excerpt (which ended with “And so 

Lucy found herself walking through the wood arm in arm with 

this strange creature as if they had known one another all their 
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lives”), I found myself again. Lewis reminded me of one 

unshakeable truth about who I was.

I was a reader.

For the next two years, I often felt like Lucy, who stumbled 

into a strange, new world and figured out how to adapt and fit 

in while she was there.

After a long bus ride from the crazy throng of metro Manila 

to San Fernando, La Union, up north, we arrived at Pa’s 

childhood home among the close-quartered houses on 

Bonifacio Street. For the first week of June, my family and I 

stayed there – a narrow, two-story wooden house with 

electricity throughout but no air conditioning. Since the only 

indoor running water was in the kitchen, the toilet was basically 

an attached outhouse on the first floor. 

Even though we had regularly visited this same house when 

we lived in Taiwan, I had no memory of that to prepare me for 

this visit. The weather was so hot and steamy that I developed 

prickly heat rashes in the inner bend of my elbows and the back 

of my knees. My siblings and I slept upstairs in one of the 

bedrooms, on top of the blankets with a fan constantly on us. 

Since the nearest and only McDonalds to us was in Manila (it 

was 1982, after all), my brother Eric (who was five years old at 

the time) had to get used to eating adobo chicken whenever he 

whined for chicken nuggets.
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As my family’s books were on a transport ship on route to 

the States and I didn’t find any books in English in my 

grandparents’ house (my grandparents chided Mom and Pa for 

not raising their kids bilingual), I didn’t read much when we 

were in the Philippines. However, we had plenty to do. The 

house of my apong baket (grandmother) and apong lakay 

(grandfather) had a black sandy beach as its backyard, and we 

all swam in the warm waters of the South China Sea. 

Afterwards, we bathed outside in our swimming suits, using 

cake soap and cold water hand-pumped from the community 

water pump. We visited our relatives’ homes, and there was 

always a huge fiesta, with the familiar massive amount of food, 

drinking, singing, and playing, at each house we would visit. We 

sight-seed at nearby Baguio, a town sprawled around the misty, 

green mountain ranges of that area. After a while, it all became 

a blur.

One of my twenty-something year old cousins took me to a 

wedding reception that she had been invited to. The only 

concrete memory I have of that reception was a piñata that was 

filled with little candies and little, postage-stamp sized cards 

with a tiny bauble glued to it and a fortune-cookie type saying 

printed in English underneath the bauble. The one I got (and 

still have) had a plaster, gold-painted clown-face, and the 

fortune was “A little boy will be your first pride and joy.” While 

strange for a ten-year old kid to get, it was a wedding reception, 
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after all. (I always think of this bauble whenever my son drives 

me crazy, by the way.)

After a week, we took the long bus ride to metro Manila. 

Mom then decided that I needed to get my hair cut before we 

flew out to the States. While one of my cousins who worked in 

Manila acted as a tour guide to Pa and my siblings, Mom took 

me to a hair salon. I tried not to stare in the mirror as an overly 

flamboyant, skinny young man in a halter top and short-shorts 

washed, cut, and styled my hair.

After Mom paid and we left the salon I asked, “Mom, why 

does that man look like that?”

Mom shrugged and murmured, “He’s baklâ.” She waved her 

hand.

“What’s ‘baklâ’?”

“Ay naku,” Mom sighed. “It’s a man who wants to be a 

woman.”

“But why --”

“Watch where you’re going!” Mom said as she pulled me 

back as an errant jeepney (a gaudily decorated public bus in 

which riders entered in the back through an open entryway) 

careened to a stop in front of us. We got into the jeepney. Mom 

called out where to go and sat on one of the pairs of bench 

seats that ran along the whole length of the bus. I sat next to 

her and then noticed that an old, crazy-eyed woman with blue-

gray hair who sat across from me was grinning at me with no 
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teeth and tobacco-stained gums.

My first baklâ and my first crazy old lady – that was when I 

realized that some things in real life can be much stranger than 

anything in a book. I haven’t been to the Philippines since then, 

and I can still see them in my mind.

Like the last time we were in California five years ago, my 

family visited our various far-flung relatives in the Los Angeles, 

San Jose, and San Diego areas. I again slept in other people’s 

homes, met relatives that I struggled to remember, smiled 

dumbly as they talked to me in Ilocano or Tagalog, and sweated 

in a rental car during the hot California days. It almost became 

routine. A few of those relatives seemed as if they barely 

tolerated us – a rather large family of six ascending on them like 

locusts. But most were like the family-like community on 

Guam, and I was reluctant to leave when it was time to go.

After we travelled all over California for most of the month 

of June, we spent our last night in San Diego. All that time, I 

hadn’t read anything. But when I couldn’t sleep, I looked 

around the bedroom that I shared with Wendy and found a 

copy of Reader’s Digest. The only article I remember was this 

maudlin “based on a true story” account of a twelve-year old 

girl who became pregnant with her very first boyfriend, a 

thirteen year old boy in her school. Her scandalized parents 

shipped her off to a group home for pregnant teen girls until 
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she gave birth. The staff of that group home then took away 

her baby, to be put up for adoption. The girl returned home, 

but she had to keep secret her past pregnancy and everything 

that happened to her in the previous months.

In the wee hours of the early morning, this story horrified 

yet fascinated me. Here was a girl who was only two years older 

than I was. The idea that a kid had a kid was inconceivable to 

me, and even I recognized that she didn’t have the wherewithal 

to take care of a baby. Giving up the baby for adoption was the 

right thing to do. However, still reeling from my own adoption 

revelation, I also felt angry. I was angry at the girl who got into 

this problem in the first place and the parents who pressured 

her to make the problem go away, as if the pregnancy and birth 

never happened.

“Ugh,” I whispered and put the magazine away. This was 

not the best way to prepare for a long, family road trip and a 

new life in Texas. I missed my books and regretted that my 

cousins didn’t have Cricket lying around.

By this time, our station wagon had arrived in the States, so 

that was our road trip car. It was the South Carolina road trip in 

reverse, except that we would be stopping halfway through the 

United States. My family left San Diego not too soon after I 

finished reading the article, the morning still dark and 

surprisingly chilly. Pa decided to drive straight through from 

California to Texas, only stopping for gas, restroom breaks, and 
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gas station provisions, like food and water. I was wonky with 

sleep, so I barely remember the marathon trip except that I 

threw up somewhere on the Sonoran Desert in Arizona when I 

got car sick and Pa stopped for gas. When we entered Texas at 

El Paso, I thought, “We’re in Texas,” but then discovered just 

how big Texas was when I asked, “How far are we to Dallas?”

Pa laughed. “We’re only halfway there.”

From the front seat, Mom groaned.

When we arrived in Grand Prairie, Texas, a suburb of 

Dallas, we couldn’t move right into our house. First, our stuff 

hadn’t arrived from Guam yet. Second, since there was no 

family military housing and my parents didn’t want to rent, my 

parents bought their first home – a one-story, three bedroom, 

two bath Fox & Jacobs brick house with a two-car garage in the 

back. When we visited our new house, it felt huge to me as my 

siblings and I ran from one empty room to the next. However, 

hideous burnt orange shag carpet was in every room, and Mom 

wanted it replaced. Fortunately, through family and Navy 

connections, we stayed with a Navy family for a few days and 

then a local Filipino family for a few days more. When we 

finally moved into our house (Wendy and I shared a room, little 

Eric and Cheryl shared another) our house felt both familiar 

and foreign. It was familiar with our stuff, but it felt distinctly 

foreign. It was a civilian house, in a civilian neighborhood, as 

far away from the Navy and Guamanian community as could 
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possibly be. 

While Pa reported for duty at NAS Dallas, Mom, my 

siblings, and I adjusted to our new life in Texas. My first Texas 

summer was an awful culture and climate shock. The outside 

was like an oven on preheat. I discovered the hard way just 

how painful fire ant bites were; only closed toe shoes outside 

from now on. I saw no kids playing outside at all, even though 

there was a middle school and an adjacent park just across the 

street from my house.

It was just too hot.

The greatest culture shock was when I started fifth grade at 

my new school, Dickinson Elementary School. The school was 

only a fifteen minute walk from the house, but Mom chose to 

drive Wendy, Eric (who started half-day morning kindergarten), 

and me to the school. When I found my homeroom classroom 

– Mr. Gilmore’s fifth grade class – I was the last one to arrive 

and also the only new kid in class. For that first day, Mr. 

Gilmore arranged the desks so that the girls sat in one side of 

the room and the boys on the other, with their names labeled 

on the desks. I quickly realized that 1) my name was unusual 

for a girl and 2) my new teacher didn’t read his student 

information roll too closely because 3) my desk was in the boys’ 

side.

After that, I don’t remember much about my first day in 

fifth grade. But by the end of fifth grade, I had gotten over my 
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culture shock. I wore jeans (I got my first pair of jeans 

sometime after that first day) and wore layers in the fall and 

winter (I didn’t know that Texas did get cold until it did). I had 

only one recess (New Piti had three: one before class, one after 

lunch, and one before the end of the day). Finally, I got used to 

being one of the few brown people in a sunburned sea of white 

people, although it took a while. I never realized that I was a 

minority until I moved to Texas. I never realized that a Filipino 

was a rare minority amongst minorities, until I moved to Texas. 

But even more importantly, I never realized that military 

kids were a quirky bunch, compared to civilian ones – until I 

moved to Texas.

Fortunately, because I was tested as “Gifted and Talented” 

when I was on Guam (which I didn’t know until Mr. Gilmore 

informed me), I had that label in my school record when I was 

assigned my reading teacher. The fifth grade advanced reading 

teacher, Mr. Smith, recognized that I regularly finished my 

reading assignments far earlier than everyone else. So he lent 

me a young adult novel that fifth graders weren’t supposedly 

mature enough to read yet, but he trusted that I was ready. 

While I liked the book overall (it was Judy Blume’s Tiger Eyes), 

the story itself was a little too close to my own emotional 

issues. I didn’t read another YA “problem” novel until middle 

school – which leads me to sixth grade.

Sixth grade at Truman Middle School was yet another 
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culture shock to get over. I had to adjust to seven classes, 

lockers with combination locks, hauling backpacks when the 

next class was too far away, gender-segregated PE, and 

“puberty” films that prepared the girls for menstruation (I had 

no idea what the boys’ version was back then). In response to 

this culture shock, I watched an early morning anime cartoon 

called Star Blazers by the first bell (which I heard clear across 

the street from my house), completed all of my assignments, 

checked out a library book to occupy myself when I finished 

classwork early (usually teen girl-centric novels, like Judy 

Blume’s Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret and Beverly 

Cleary’s Fifteen), spoke very seldom, and hurried across the 

street to my house at the last bell. Not surprisingly, this did very 

little for my social life. However, I managed to make a friend – 

her name was Jill – during this time, which was a miracle to me.

Also during this time, I carried around a seventy-sheet spiral 

wide-ruled paper notebook with a #2 pencil tucked in its spine, 

along with my usual Trapper Keeper binder and textbooks. At 

first I just drew doodles and little word balloons and captions, 

just like my little kid “JUDO IS FUN!” days. I even drew the 

covers of imaginary books, sort of like a big kid version of an 

imaginary friend. But one day those words became sentences 

and paragraphs, and I found myself writing a story.

The title was “Dana Strikes Back.” While one would assume 

that I wrote about being adopted, I didn’t. My adoption was 
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still a within-the-family-only secret thing, and since only two 

years had passed when I found out, I still hadn’t figured out 

what it meant to be adopted just yet. I could’ve written about 

my amazing time in Guam or the travels I did as a Navy kid, 

but I didn’t. I didn’t want to write anything about that, maybe 

because all that was too weird and different from what 

everyone at school was like and, at age eleven, I just wanted to 

fit in.

So I wrote a made-up story about a big sister who resented 

having to be the good, responsible one in her family while her 

siblings seemed to have it easy. Dana was eleven years old, she 

read a lot, she lived in the suburbs but didn’t know her 

neighbors too well, and she wished she didn’t have to wear ugly 

glasses. In other words, Dana stood in for me. I hadn’t heard of 

the writer’s advice “Write what you know” at the time, but 

that’s what I did. However, because she was made up, she did 

things that I wanted to do but was too scared to do in real life – 

like talk to boys without breaking into a nervous flop sweat.

I wrote in pre-teen girl cursive on every blue line, kept 

within the red-lined margins, and filled out both front and back 

of each sheet of that spiral notebook. I wrote in class before 

the bell rung and when I was finished early with my classwork. 

I wrote during lunchtime when Jill – who was as introverted as 

I was -- was absent and I didn’t feel like making small talk with 

anyone else. I wrote during free days in PE.
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I wrote when I didn’t have homework or when I finished 

homework early. I wrote when I was in my bedroom, on top of 

the new bunk bed I shared with Wendy, when dinners were 

eaten and chores were done. When school was out for the 

holidays, I wrote; when I wasn’t babysitting my siblings or 

neighbors’ little kids for money over the weekend (gigs that my 

ever entrepreneurial mom had set up), I wrote.

I wrote all the time.

That got the attention of another girl who mostly sat by 

herself at lunchtime. One day she asked, “What are you doing?”

“Huh? Oh – I’m writing a book.”

“Really! That’s so cool!” She moved closer to where I sat. 

“What’s it about?”

“Uh… it’s about a girl having bratty younger brothers and 

sisters and being sick and tired of it.”

“Oh,” she said. She thought a bit. “Can I read it?”

“It’s not done.”

“Can I read it when it’s done?”

“Uh…”

Then Jill came over with her lunch tray. “Sorry for being late 

– hey, who are you?” she said to the new girl.

“I’m Stephanie.”

“Jill.”

“Ummmm….” I looked at both girls.

As new a friend Jill was, she knew me enough. “You wanna 
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keep writing through lunch, do you.” 

“I’m sorry.”

“Nah, don’t worry,” she said, as she her tray next to me and 

across from Stephanie. “But promise me you’ll let me read it 

first.”

“Uh…”

“And me,” Stephanie piped up.

“But it’s not done.”

Jill glanced over at my tiny, pencil scribbles. “It will be.”

I was at home when I finished, having filled every available 

piece of paper of that spiral notebook with penciled 

paragraphs. When I numbered the pages, which made it look 

like a real book, the last page had an impressive-looking “104” 

on the top right corner.

“Wow,” I said. “I wrote a novel.” I closed the notebook. “I 

wonder if it’s any good.” I had no idea if it was since it felt too 

much like a diary, in fiction form, and therefore too private. 

What if the story was bad? What if it sounded stupid?

I didn’t want to show it to anyone. But I promised Jill and 

Stephanie I would.

So I did.

“Where’s Stephanie?” I asked at lunchtime.

Jill shrugged. She handed back the notebook that I gave her 
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in homeroom. 

“That was fast,” I said.

“I read fast.” She pointed at the notebook with her forkful 

of chicken-fried steak. “The story’s pretty good, especially the 

main character – Dana. You use a lot of big words.”

“Is that bad?”

“Not too bad – I just noticed you use a lot of big words. 

‘Vermillion’ instead of ‘red.’ Also, you probably have some 

grammar and spelling mistakes in there, but I don’t wanna fix 

‘em.”

“Why?”

“You wanna do my homework for me?”

“No.”

“Well, there you go.”

I sighed and turned when Stephanie arrived.

“Hi, guys,” she said.

“Rufel’s done,” Jill announced.

“Really?” She set down her tray. “Can I see it?”

I gave it to Stephanie, and she admired the cover.

“You even made a book cover!” She flipped through the 

pages. “Is it okay if I bring this home with me?”

“Uh....” I hesitated. “It’s my only copy.”

“You should type this up,” Jill said. “I might fix the mistakes 

if it was typed up.”

“But I don’t have a typewriter.” I couldn’t help whining. 
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“And I don’t even know how.”

“Oooh, I can,” Stephanie said. “I mean, my mom can. She 

has a typewriter. I can ask her.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“Sure! It’s no problem.”

“Well… okay.” I smiled. “Thanks.”

Every time I saw Stephanie I asked, “Is your mom done 

yet?” and Stephanie replied, “Not yet. But she’ll be done soon.” 

As the Christmas holidays loomed near, I grew anxious, asking, 

“Is your mom done yet?” and Stephanie replied, “She’s been 

busy, but she should be done after Christmas.” My second 

Christmas in Texas was not full of happy holidays, as I worried 

about my little novel. When school resumed in January, I 

looked for Stephanie, but she was gone.

“Where’s Stephanie?” I asked when I saw Jill before our PE 

class.

“You don’t know? Her parents got a divorce. Stephanie and 

her mom moved away.”

I suddenly felt sick. That same empty, achy feeling of grief 

and panic that I last felt two years ago in the Mommy Dearest 

hotel room hit me. My book – my very first book that had so 

much of me in it – was gone forever.

“You okay?”

“No,” I said. “No.” 
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“Where are you going?” Jill asked as I started to walk away. 

“Are you going to the nurse’s office?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

“No.” I waved back as I pushed my way through the 

salmon-run throng of middle-schoolers as they rushed between 

classes. “You’ve been absent a lot already. I’ll be okay.”

Of course, I lied.

I knew that I couldn’t roam the halls once the bell rang and 

couldn’t go home without getting into trouble with either the 

school attendance office or my parents. So I went to the library. 

Since some students were already there, I didn’t look too out of 

place as I found an empty corner table and sat down. As I sat 

there, the panicky-grief ache turned into a hot-headed dizziness 

as my sadness turned into something else. 

I was mad. I was teeth-grinding, fist-clenching mad, and if 

anyone had spoken to me at that moment, I might have lost my 

mind. Desperate to prevent that, I looked around and saw a 

display of three paperback books on top of the middle-height 

stacks near me. The cover of one of them impressed me, of a 

flying, winged centaur (except the wings were the centaur’s 

arms) with a red-eyed, dour-wrinkled green face in a blue 

bubble below the centaur. The title was A Wrinkle in Time. 

When I walked closer, I saw the author’s name, Madeleine 

L’Engle, and that she was the author of the other two books, A 
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Wind in the Door and A Swiftly Tilting Planet. I chose the book 

with the striking centaur cover and returned to my table.

For the next forty-five minutes, angry Meg, brilliant Charles 

Wallace, reasonable Calvin, and the odd trio of Mrs. Whatsit, 

Mrs. Who, and Mrs. Which took me away from my sorrow and 

my anger. When the bell rang, I grabbed the other two books 

along with the one I was reading, grabbed my backpack, and 

checked out all three from the library. I no longer felt angry or 

sad, but my head still felt achy and hot.

By the end of the next school day, I got sent to the nurse’s 

office with a fever and a small rash. After Mom took me to a 

Navy doctor on base, she quarantined me in my bedroom, 

made Wendy sleep on the couch, warned Eric and Cheryl not 

to bother me, and admonished me not to scratch at my itchy 

spots.

For the next two weeks, chicken pox kept me away from 

school and most of my family, but L’Engle’s three novels kept 

me company. I read and re-read them as I endured the rash that 

turned into blisters that popped-open, crusted over, and then 

turned into scabs. Even when most of the rash started to heal 

in the second week, a couple of areas got infected. This lead to 

another doctor’s visit, smelly ointments, and thick bandages on 

my shins. I felt ugly and awful, but the books (as that excerpt of 

The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe in Cricket did two years ago) 

made me forget all that.
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When I was cleared to return to school, I was reluctant to 

return the books, even though they were overdue. Of course, I 

did (however, one wonders what the librarians did with those 

chicken-pox exposed books). But when my twelfth birthday 

was near and Mom and Pa asked me what I wanted for my 

gifts, I said, “Three books. By Madeleine L’Engle.”

“That’s all?” Pa asked.

“That’s what I want.”

While Mom and Pa gave me other things as gifts, I have no 

memory of them. However, I will always remember when Mom 

gave me cash from her babysitting and crocheting. I went to a 

local, generic bookstore called Century Books in Forum 303 

Mall (a shopping mall that was later demolished in 2007), 

marched straight to the children’s books section, and bought 

the three books that were my companions for those two long, 

lonely, and itchy weeks.

I still have them today.

“Are you gonna write another book?” Jill asked me when I 

came back to school after the chicken pox scabs had healed up, 

leaving white, silvery scars.

“I don’t know,” I said. “It’s too hard.”

Jill gave me a withering look. “Stop complaining about that 

first one. The first one’s always practice, anyways. You’ll write 

again, and the second one’ll be better.”
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“How do you know?”

She shrugged. “I know you. You’re a writer.” She frowned 

at her school lunch Frito pie.

As it turned out, she was both right and wrong. I did start 

writing again, in the summer of 1984, as a way to stave off 

summer boredom and escape from my younger siblings and my 

chore-finding mom. I wrote in a new spiral notebook, as my #2 

pencil again wrote out sentences and paragraphs in neat, legible 

cursive, front and back of each sheet. I wish I remembered 

what exactly it was about, but all I can recall is a young teen girl 

named Sharley Harris, her friends, and their club that solved 

mysteries, kind of like an all-girl Three Investigators. I have no 

memory of plot or dialogue other than the phrase “frog 

oolong” (more on why I remember that later).

What I do remember, as clear and as sharp as cut crystal, 

was learning just how little I knew good writing was.

I learned that in 1985, the year my personal life went to hell 

while I succeeded like gangbusters in school.
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6  The Lewis, the Library & the Dynamic Duo

My seventh and eighth grade years blur together in my 

mind. From late 1984 through mid-1986, when Channel 11 no 

longer showed Star Blazers, I watched the anime Robotech before 

my school’s first bell, which I heard across the street from my 

and Wendy’s bedroom. Having quit piano lessons after sixth 

grade, I was in seventh and then eighth grade concert choir and 

participated in Texas’ University Interscholastic League choir 

competitions. Beginning in 1985, the school library was my 

twice-a-day pit-stop, where I checked out a book to read over 

the school day and then checked out another book to read at 

home, when I wasn’t writing in my novel notebook. Like 

routine, I showed Jill what I wrote, and Jill showed me her 

Remington Steele fan-fiction (which often veered towards erotica) 
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at lunch-time as we ate our dubious school cafeteria lunches.

But, above all, from 1984 to 1986, I was a student to 

seventh and eighth grade Honors Reading teacher Mrs. 

Bearden, and from 1985 to 1986 a student to eighth grade 

Honors English teacher Mrs. Campbell.

Although C. S. Lewis’s The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe 

had affected me as I flew over the Pacific when I was ten, I 

hadn’t sought Lewis in the library as I adjusted to stateside 

public schools and a mostly civilian life in Texas. So I was 

happily surprised that Mrs. Bearden required her seventh and 

eighth grade students to buy all seven of C. S. Lewis’s The 

Chronicles of Narnia, which served as a cornerstone to Mrs. 

Bearden’s class.

Thanks to my middle school yearbook that I still have, I can 

remember Mrs. Bearden. She was fortyish with short, blond 

hair, a quirky sense of humor, and a commanding presence in 

her classroom, even though she wasn’t that much taller than I 

was (I stopped growing at 5’2” when I was thirteen years old).  

I still remember a classmate who pushed her rules too far, too 

often, as a class clown. As a consequence, he stood in front of 

the class, his arms stretched out from his sides and his palms 

up, while Mrs. Bearden counted. If he dropped his arms, she 

restarted the count. 

For some foolish reason, he grinned and commented, “This 

is easy!”
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So Mrs. Bearden found a couple of textbooks and put them 

on each outstretched hand, which instantly sagged and then 

dropped. She restarted her count. “One. Two. Three. Four. 

Five…” and so on until my classmate, his arms shaky and his 

face red with exertion, looked like he was about to crumple.

“That’s enough. Back to your seat.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Rule One of Honors Reading: do not cross Mrs. Bearden.

In spite of that, Mrs. Bearden’s class was fun as we worked 

on year-long The Chronicles of Narnia reading portfolio projects. 

In seventh grade, my class covered Book 6: The Magician’s 

Nephew, Book 1: The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and Book 

2: Prince Caspian. 

In eighth grade, we covered Book 5: The Horse and His Boy, 

Book 3: The Voyage of the Dawn Treader, Book 4: The Silver Chair, 

and Book 7: The Last Battle. Mrs. Bearden disregarded the 

published order sequence of the series (which I learned years 

later was C. S. Lewis’s intended order sequence), but we never 

questioned her why -- see Rule One.

Mrs. Bearden’s class was where I learned how to read a 

novel, not just for entertainment but for comprehension and 

awareness of the nuts and bolts of fiction’s structure. We pulled 

back the surface skin of Lewis’s story and peered into the inner 

structure of plot, character, and setting. In an age before 

Google and Wikipedia, Mrs. Bearden had us answer weekly 
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reading comprehension questions and create character and 

setting summaries to demonstrate that we learned the secrets 

behind Lewis’s fantasy books of world-hopping children and 

talking animals.

At the end of each book unit, we compiled our answers and 

summaries into a portfolio folder that was supposed to look 

like a book, with a cover, table of contents, numbered pages, 

and an end page: seven portfolios for seven books. 

1

Since I loved Roger Hane’s cover illustrations, I copied 

them, using colored pencils. My table of contents page for each 

portfolio were also illustrated with whimsical pictures that 

remind me of Lisa Frank folders, but less eyeball-screaming 

complexity and airbrush art. I even drew and colored illustrated 

section pages, usually characters from the book. All of the extra 

illustrations usually garnered me extra credit, but I didn’t do 
1One of my Chronicles of Narnia portfolio folders, late 1985. It’s actually in 
color but printed grayscale for this book. 
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them for the extra credit. I didn’t need it. The process of 

constructing these heavily illustrated portfolios tapped into my 

desire to make a completed book, albeit a book that was hand-

drawn and handwritten (again, in neat cursive) with grading 

marks and dried White-Out smears here and there.

So Mrs. Bearden fueled my imagination and knowledge of 

narrative structure, which made me a more conscientious 

writer. I learned how to reign in my tendency to ramble in 

writing that had poor structure or order. For it easy for me to 

ramble, especially as life at home started to get complicated.

Pa’s time at NAS Dallas came to a close, and his next duty 

station was deployment in Diego Garcia, a tiny atoll island in 

the middle of the Indian Ocean. This was where a military 

family couldn’t go. If we moved, Mom, my siblings, and I 

would be stationed on a naval base in Naples, Italy, while Pa 

was overseas, gone from October 1985 to November 1986. 

Moving this time around was easier paperwork-wise, since 

Mom, my siblings, and I all became naturalized U.S. citizens in 

the spring of 1983, and the prospect of living in Italy was 

exciting. 

But Mom didn’t want to move. Cheryl, my youngest sister, 

started kindergarten in fall 1985, which meant all four of us 

kids would now be in school. Mom saw this as an opportunity 

to re-enter the workplace again. Also, the house, with its 

mortgage, was a hassle to put on the market, and Mom didn’t 
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want to sell the house anyways since it was the first house that 

she actually owned. She had redecorated the house to her 

tastes, grew a flourishing garden in the backyard, and knew all 

the stores, amenities, and the Filipino-American diaspora 

within driving distance. In three years, Texas became her home.

So Pa would go, but we would stay.

Before Pa left, Mom and Pa renovated the house. They 

turned the two-car garage into a huge, spare room, which was 

divided into a home office and Eric’s own bedroom. Wendy 

and Cheryl shared Eric’s former bedroom, and I stayed where I 

was, now alone in my own bedroom with a full-size bed and 

my own TV. Mom and Pa also renovated the living room, as 

they paneled a wall, changed living room sofa sets, and bought 

a new TV. It was as if Mom was nesting, but without the baby.

One of the last things Pa did before he left was bring home 

a dark tan IBM Selectric II Typewriter. Along with the machine 

were its supply of ribbon cartridges, spools of correcting tape, 

and removable typing ball, which came in different fonts like 

Courier and Times Roman. His office had phased out these old 

typewriters and had already written off the stock.

Even though Pa bought an Apple IIe computer from the 

commissary last year, we didn’t have a printer. While I practiced 

my typing with the Mavis Beacon Teaches Typing program, I 

couldn’t print what I typed. Pa realized this deficit and, instead 

of spending more money on a printer, got a free typewriter 
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that, on paper, the Navy had thrown away. 

Pa set up the Selectric on a little table in the new garage 

office. He plugged it in, turned it on, and heard the low hum of 

the typewriter’s inner workings. “Here,” he said to me, “let me 

show you how to use this.”

Then he showed me how to put in the sheet of paper, how 

to set the margins, how hard to type on the keys (and, boy, that 

typing ball was loud), how to backspace to correct a mistake, 

and so on. It had an auto-carriage return that gave a satisfying 

“DING!” when it hit the left-hand margin.

“Isn’t it easy?” he asked. “Now you can type your reports 

for school.”

“Yes, Pa,” I replied. But I wasn’t required to type my school 

assignments. Instead I intended to type up my second novel 

once I was finished – except that Pa didn’t know that. Actually, 

no one in my family knew that I was writing a novel in that 

little notebook, and I preferred it that way.

Writing that second novel became a way for me to have 

control when everything changing around me was beyond my 

control. All of my siblings would now be in school, Mom was 

looking for a job for the first time in years, Pa was leaving for 

Diego Garcia, and my body was changing and doing weird 

things that, frankly, disgusted and distressed me even though – 

intellectually -- I knew what was happening.

My thirteenth year of existence just plain sucked.



A Childhood Memoir of Books

94

So I wrote. I wrote instead of pulling out my hair or starving 

myself whenever I felt anxious. I became obsessive about my 

novel. I brought my notebook like a security blanket to Filipino 

parties, shopping trips, and even church. I wrote every day, well 

into the night. By the end of the summer of 1985, I was done.

Then, following the “look” of a published book because I 

didn’t know any better (three-spaced indents, single-spaced), I 

typed. I typed like a transcription machine and saw my novel as 

a bunch of words to copy. Therefore, I didn’t see my bad 

writing habits. While I didn’t have a problem in the quantity of 

my words, I still chose “big” words and wrote long, convoluted 

sentences in the mistaken idea that I sounded clever and smart 

that way. 

Soon, a special kind of teacher taught me the basics of clear 

writing in correct English, and I learned this in a way that isn’t 

really taught anymore but it should.

In the fall of 1985, in my final year of middle school, I was 

not only Mrs. Bearden’s student again but also a new student of 

Mrs. Campbell. Like Mrs. Bearden, Mrs. Campbell wasn’t very 

tall, had a quirky sense of humor, and had a commanding 

presence in her classroom. She was like a brunette, younger 

Mrs. Bearden. Predictably, they were co-sponsors of the 

National Junior Honor Society and educational partners, as 

they linked their Honors Reading and Honors English classes 
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together.

Mrs. Campbell classroom was in one of the small warren of 

portable buildings adjacent to the main brick-and-mortar 

building, a testimony to Truman’s increased student body size. 

The first thing we students did as soon as we sat in our seats 

was to diagram the sentence that Mrs. Campbell had written on 

the chalkboard. We sat down, got out our spiral notebook that 

was dedicated to sentence diagramming, and worked the 

sentence out. These morning exercises are why I credit Mrs. 

Campbell with demystifying the English language for me. While 

I was fluent in speaking, reading, and writing in English, I never 

understood the logic behind English syntax. Why did a 

sentence look that way, and if it’s wrong – why? Up to that 

point, I just memorized word lists and rules. 

Sentence diagramming, therefore, was a REVELATION. 

Subject plus verb plus predicate made sense. Modifiers and 

clauses and phrases made sense. The seven parts of speech 

made sense. Commas – even commas! – made sense. English 

grammar and syntax weren’t just arbitrary things; they had a 

structure and logic that was just like math, and I liked math.

Meanwhile, every time I finished typing up a chapter, I 

showed my typed pages to Jill or to Nikki, a new friend that I 

made in my Honors Pre-Algebra class when we exchanged 

cartoon notes about a superhero pig and his sidekick frog. Each 

time, both Jill and Nikki gave a thumbs up to whatever I wrote.
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Jill often reminded me, “Remember to make a copy. No use 

moping about losing another one.”

“Gee,” I’d reply, “Thanks for the reminder.”

But as much as I appreciated my friends’ support, I knew I 

made grammar mistakes. I needed expert advice.

I don’t recall how Mrs. Campbell found out about my novel. 

Maybe she overheard me talking about it to a classmate or I 

bluntly asked her to read my manuscript. I just remember when 

Mrs. Campbell held up the portfolio folder that held the loose, 

typed pages of my entire novel and asked, “Do you mind if I 

make a copy of this?”

“Yes, please!”

After about two or three weeks, before class begun, Mrs. 

Campbell returned her copy of my manuscript in its own 

folder. Opening the folder, I saw that she meticulously 

corrected every grammar, diction, and punctuation mistake that 

I made in two color pens. One was in green and the other one 

was in red. At first I was overwhelmed by the sea of editing 

marks on every page of my manuscript. 

But then I recognized the handwriting of the red pen. 

“That’s Mrs. Bearden’s pen,” I commented.

“Yes,” Mrs. Campbell confirmed. “We both read your 

novel.”

“Oh, God.” I cringed. “It’s really bad, isn’t it.”

“What? No!” Mrs. Campbell crouched next to my desk – a 
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real feat since she was often in heels. “You wrote this before 

taking this class, right?”

“Yes.”

“So most of my marks are mistakes that you don’t make on 

your assignments anymore – run-ons, comma-splices, 

fragments, passive voice. Mrs. Bearden noticed that you tend to 

choose complicated words and sentence constructions when a 

simple one will do. That’s called ‘word choice’. A writer’s voice 

comes through his or her word choices, and how it fits with 

what he or she is writing. Your story is good. I love that ‘frog 

oolong’ is a secret phrase for the clubhouse! But your third 

person narrative voice is cluttering the flow of your story.”

“How do I fix that?”

“Well,” Mrs. Campbell said as she looked up and noticed 

that most of my classmates were already in their desks as the 

tardy bell rang, “you can re-type your draft, fixing all the errors 

that Mrs. Bearden and I noticed. And when you type your 

second draft, have one-inch margins all around, indent five 

spaces for the first sentence of each paragraph, and double-

space everything. That’s what professional writers do.” 

“Oh, okay.”

“But the secret to good writing is reading good books. 

Which I know you’ll do.” She smiled, winked at me as she 

stood up, and pointed to the sentence diagramming exercise on 

the chalkboard for the class to do.
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From that day on, I increased my library visits from 

whenever I felt like it or was required to go, which I did for 

sixth and seventh grade, to at least twice a day. I checked out a 

book first thing in the morning, after the first bell but before 

my first class, and read it at any available free time during and 

between my classes. I even got in trouble one time, when I read 

a book before my choir class started. I didn’t notice that the 

bell had rung and Mr. Dunn, the choir director was talking.

“Rufel? Rufel? RUFEL.”

“What? Oh.” I looked around. “Sorry, Mr. Dunn.”

Already familiar with Madeleine L’Engle, I read every book 

the school library had of hers. At the recommendation of the 

librarian, I read Lloyd Alexander’s The Chronicles of Prydain and 

his Westmark trilogy. I read sci-fi books by William Sleator, 

starting with Interstellar Pig. I read Margaret Mahy’s books and 

loved The Changeover so much that I bought a copy as soon as I 

could afford it. I read trippy books by Daniel Manus Pinkwater 

and coming-of-age novels by Paula Danziger and Judy Blume. I 

read lots of teen problem novels like M. E. Kerr’s Dinky Hocker 

Shoots Smack! (I still love that title) and Paul Zindel’s The Pigman, 

which taught me how an unhappy ending didn’t have to mean a 

meaningless story.

I read books by authors I don’t even remember now. When 

one considers that a typical school year has 180 weekdays in it 

(holidays excluded), then that’s a lot of library books I checked 
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out by the time I graduated from eighth grade. In many 

respects, the school library became a second home to me.

Thus, I (along with my science class) was comfortable in the 

library on the late morning of January 28, 1986. I felt optimistic 

that day. I had my new second draft typed up and ready to 

show Mrs. Campbell. In a fit of youthful confidence, I even 

submitted a copy (after spending lots of dimes on the library’s 

copier) to a publisher I found in The Writer’s Market that I read 

and took notes when I sat in Century Books but didn’t buy. I 

had submitted some of my poems and short stories to a local 

city-wide writing contest. Mr. Dunn designated me first 

soprano in choir class, and I looked forward to my last choir 

concerts and competitions in middle school.

Even though I gave up my astronaut dreams, I wore that 

day my jean jacket that had a stitched-on official STS-6 

Challenger mission patch, which I won when I submitted tons of 

Tang proof-of-purchases.  My class and I were watching a live 

TV feed of the launch of the Space Shuttle Challenger. That was 

the one with the first teacher in space, Christa McAuliffe. 1986 

truly felt like a brand new year.

Then the horror happened.

As we watched Challenger break up in the sky, many of my 

classmates didn’t know what they were witnessing. I wasn’t one 

of them. Thanks to my early obsession with space exploration, 

I had read about the earlier disasters, especially the Apollo 1 
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fire and the near-disaster Apollo 13 mission. I had seen video 

footage of successful shuttle launches, and I instantly knew 

something had gone catastrophically wrong.

I stood there, stunned. School ended early that day. Eric and 

Cheryl were still at Dickinson, Mom was at her new job at a 

Dallas hospital cafeteria, and Pa was on the other side of the 

world. So Wendy and I crossed the street to an empty house, 

I went to my room and stared at the hand-made banner of 

the solar system and my drawings of the space shuttle. Then I 

pulled out Madeleine L’Engle’s A Swiftly Tilting Planet and 

skimmed through the pages. Almost near the end of the book, 

I paused at a passage. I jumped up, rifled through my arts and 

craft box, and found white cardstock paper, gold and purple 

paint markers, and a thick calligraphy pen. After an hour of 

copying from the book and then making margin 

embellishments in gold and purple, I placed this new poster 

above my doorway. 

I place all Heaven with its power

And the sun with its brightness,

And the snow with its whiteness,

And the fire with all the strength it hath,

And the lightning with its rapid wrath,

And the winds with their swiftness along their path,

And the sea with its deepness,

And the rocks with their steepness,
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And the earth with its starkness,

All these I place

By God’s almighty help and grace

Between myself and the powers of darkness! (247-48)

At age thirteen, I wasn’t a particularly devout Catholic 

Christian. Mom often pulled double-shifts and weekends at her 

new job, which cut into Sunday school and church attendance. 

But this was the closest to prayer I offered to the lost Challenger 

crew that day.

Good God, that was a sad day.

I felt the same way, over fifteen years later, when I saw on 

live TV two passenger jets hit the Twin Towers on the morning 

of September 11.

After the Challenger disaster, the last semester of eighth grade 

was surreal.

First, a Filipino family acquaintance, who was the same age 

as me and I sometimes saw in the school hallways as well as at a 

few Filipino fiestas, became pregnant and had to drop out of 

the eighth grade. This brought back the memory of reading 

about that pregnant twelve year old in Reader’s Digest.

Then, I won a couple of ribbons in my age group in the city 

writing contests but then received the first of many rejection 

letters from book and magazine publishers. It was almost 

funny.
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I also found out that Nikki was moving away, and possibly 

Jill since her parents were divorcing. I fought the panic of 

losing two of my closest friends even though, for a change, I 

wasn’t the one moving anywhere.

Finally, I played flag football for the last time, during one of 

those free days when the PE classes were co-ed. I ran for a 

touchdown in a mad panic, glanced back at the last moment, 

and immediately collided into one of the goalposts, which 

knocked me flat out.

When I came to, I saw that Coach Lowe, a towering 

African-American man, had kneeled down and leaned over me. 

“Are you okay, darlin’?”

“Uh… yeah. Yeah.” I groaned as I sat up. “Did I make the 

touchdown?”

Couch Lowe laughed as he pointed to the football still 

clutched in my arms. “Darlin’,” he said, “maybe you shouldn’t 

be playin’ football.”

A few weeks later, the choir rehearsed for the end-of-year 

concert, which included walking down in single-file from the 

risers, the stage, and across the cafeteria. I had made it halfway 

through the cafeteria when I slipped on a slick spot, landed flat 

on my back, and knocked myself out again. Like a bad case of 

déjà vu, I saw a teacher – this time it was Mr. Dunn, the choir 

director – leaning over me.

“Are you okay?” he asked me.
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“Uh….”

“Do you know where you are?”

“Ummm… on a floor?”

I was escorted to the nurse’s office where I rested until I 

recovered from my second minor concussion. Since the 

rehearsal was afterschool anyway (and in the 1980s concussions 

were just one of those things that one just “shook off”), I went 

home to lie down. 

As I said, it was a surreal last semester.

Whether it was the double concussion, Mrs. Bearden’s 

clever lesson planning, or my clueless lack of biblical 

knowledge as a cradle Catholic, I never realized at the time that 

C. S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia paralleled the Bible and had 

Christian pedagogy when I read the books and made those 

portfolios. They were grand fantasy adventure stories, where 

children got to be the heroes by doing what was brave and not 

what was easy, and I loved the books as such. In that respect, 

Mrs. Bearden gave me and her students a strong education in 

ethics without us realizing it because it was wrapped up in 

story. In fact, it was better that it was hidden and woven in 

story.

To this day, I can point to my Honors Reading and English 

classes and say, “That’s where I believed I could be a writer 

someday.”
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As an autodidact, I can teach myself with books. But it takes 

special teachers to point the way beyond those books and the 

limited worldview of the reader -- to stories yet to be written, to 

truths yet to be realized. Those kind of teachers can make 

private readers into public writers.

The dynamic duo that was Mrs. Bearden and Mrs. Campbell 

were those teachers.

The last words they gave me were penned in my middle 

school yearbook in perfect, schoolteacher cursive. Over Mrs. 

Bearden’s photo was the message “I look forward to reading 

some published novels someday. Keep that goal! Love, Mrs. 

B.” Under Mrs. Campbell’s photo was the message “To my 

‘frog oolong’ novelist: I expect to get a discount when your 

novels are on the best-seller list. Please keep in touch. You are 

one of the most talented student writers I’ve had the pleasure 

of teaching. Love, Mrs. C.”

Sadly, in my fourteen-year old immaturity, I didn’t keep in 

touch as the whirlwind of high school life kept me occupied, 

even though they were across the street from my house. Also, 

along the way, all copies of my second attempt of a novel 

disappeared (which is why I can’t even remember the title of it), 

except for a snippet that I later revised for an assignment when 

I was in grad school. But even that snippet never got published.

However, even as time and space have widened between 

them and me, Mrs. Bearden’s and Mrs. Campbell’s words of 
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encouragement to a shy, mixed-up teen girl when she most 

needed it have stuck with me all of these years. Even though I 

never became the best-selling, prolific novelist that I dreamed 

of being when I was that girl, I did keep the goal of being a 

writer and, what would’ve been surprising to the younger me, 

becoming a teacher of writing as well.

They believed that I could, and I did.
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7  Pa’s Books

As mentioned earlier, my parents have owned since the early 

1970s a complete, thirty-volume set of the Encyclopedia 

Americana, including five supplemental volumes, a Grolier’s ten-

volume The Book of Popular Science, and an alphabetical, four-

volume medical encyclopedia set. 

No matter where we moved, these books traveled with us, 

as we crisscrossed the Pacific Ocean and the continental United 

States, from Taiwan to Texas. No matter where we lived, my 

parents housed it in the massive living room wall unit. They 

regarded these books as home decoration when not in use and 

then as homework help for their kids later on.

As our parents intended, these books became a great help to 

me and my siblings when we completed middle school and 
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(later) high school research assignments. They came in handy 

when we couldn’t get to a library in the years when Pa was 

stationed elsewhere, Mom pulled double-shifts as a hospital 

cook and then (one promotion later) a dietary supervisor, and I 

was too young to drive. However, in all the years that we had 

these books, I never saw my parents actually read them.

My family, for the most part, was not a book reading family. 

While Mom and Pa sang us kids to sleep, they never read us a 

bedtime story. While Mom and Pa sometimes bought a self-

help book here or there (usually about personal finances or 

dealing with stress) and Pa had a few well-used cookbooks, 

they weren’t fiction book readers. They preferred their fiction 

delivered through movies and TV shows. In fact, by the time I 

was in my own bedroom in eighth grade, my family had a TV 

in every bedroom in addition to the living room. At least one 

TV was on as long as somebody was in the house.

In other words, my family was a TV-watching family.

So, in late November 1986, I was absolutely flabbergasted 

when Pa came home from his tour in Diego Garcia. Among his 

few possessions was a copy-paper-sized box filled to the brim 

with paperback novels.

“Did you read all these, Pa?” I asked as I marveled at his 

collection.

“Yes – at least twice. Sometimes more.”

“Really?” I couldn’t help sounding surprised. “Why?”
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He laughed. “The only TV channel reception we got was a 

grainy Hindi channel that seemed to play some version of the 

Mahabharata or Ramayana every two hours, the young guys only 

wanted to watch movies like Porky’s and Revenge of the Nerds, and 

when it rained, the land disappeared so we were stuck together 

inside. I had to do something or else I would go crazy.”

“Can I read your books, Pa?” I asked, picking up one of 

them. It was Robert B. Parker’s Early Autumn.

“Sure.” He nodded to the whole box. “You can have them, 

if you want.”

Over the next months, as I adjusted to high school, my 

siblings went to different schools, Mom worked long hours, 

and Pa was at his next duty station, Naval Construction 

Battalion Center in Gulfport, Mississippi, I read all of Pa’s 

books.

Pa’s taste in fiction was eclectic but entirely masculine. He 

had Westerns from Louis L’Amour. I read them but never 

really got into them, perhaps because I wasn’t really into the 

Western genre to begin with. It was even worse when I read 

Pa’s Clive Cussler action-adventures novels. Those had lots of 

overcomplicated plotlines and subplots with lengthy, 

descriptions that didn’t seem to add anything to the story. Also, 

Cussler’s characters, even main characters, were so one-

dimensional and the women characters so James Bond-esque 

girly that I often skimmed through the pages.
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It was different when I read Pa’s Cold War spy and military 

thrillers. Perhaps because I was a Cold War kid with a father 

who disappeared for months on end on behalf of the US Navy, 

I found this genre engrossing. Two books rise above from my 

murky memory: I liked the unpredictable nature of Robert 

Ludlum’s The Osterman Weekend, especially since it was from the 

point of view of an unsuspecting civilian who becomes a 

reluctant hero. Much later, I bought with my own money 

Ludlum’s comedic thrillers The Road to Gandolfo and The Road to 

Omaha because of that same unsuspecting Everyman-turned-

reluctant-hero character, which appealed to me.

However, I really got hooked into Tom Clancy’s The Hunt for 

Red October. It gave me an inside view of the US and Soviet 

navies, as well as demystified that scary thing called the Soviet 

Union. Soviet Russia was no longer this monolithic juggernaut 

on the other side of the planet with its nuclear weapons aimed 

at us. There were cracks in that juggernaut, and those cracks 

were real, thinking people, as fictionalized in Marko Ramius. In 

fact, I became a big fan of Tom Clancy all through high school. 

I checked out of my school library Red Storm Rising, Patriot 

Games, The Cardinal of the Kremlin, and Clear and Present Danger as 

soon as those publications arrived. I suppose that was rather 

unusual for a teenage girl to do. In fact, I got in trouble (again) 

for reading a book when the teacher had already started class: 

this time, it was Patriot Games in Mr. Pederson’s Computer 
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Math.

“Rufel.”

“Sorry, Mr. Pederson.”

While I read a fair number of crime novels from Pa’s 

collection, only one resonated with me: Robert B. Parker’s 

Early Autumn. The detective series Spenser: For Hire was on TV 

at the time, but I didn’t connect the two at the time. What drew 

me to read the book, over and over again, was the story of a 

complicated yet self-assured middle-aged man who became a 

teacher and father figure to a lost boy. 

I admired Spenser, who cooked meals without recipes, did 

carpentry, read and quoted literature, treated a lady with 

respect, and fought when necessary. I also admired Paul 

Giacomin, the lukewarm, neglected fifteen-year-old whose trust 

in Spenser allowed him to learn how to be a man. This included 

being okay with crying and following his dream of becoming a 

dancer. 

For example, here’s Spenser’s reply to Paul’s question of 

why people settle for miserable lives:

“Reality is uncertain. Lot of people need certainty. They 

look around for the way it’s supposed to be. They get a 

television-commercial view of the world. Businessmen 

learn the way businessmen are supposed to be. Professors 

learn the way professors are supposed to be. 

Construction workers learn how construction workers are 
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supposed to be. They spend their lives trying to be what 

they’re supposed to be and being scared they aren’t. 

Quiet desperation.” (139-40)

In Parker’s Early Autumn I learned the word “autonomous.” 

Then I realized that personal autonomy was what my parents 

were teaching me how to be, not just someday but now – when 

“now” meant when I was still in high school, like Paul.

Pa also had a large science fiction collection that featured 

fiercely independent characters who use their individual skills 

and talents to solve seemingly impossible problems that come 

their way. Among his sci-fi books, one author that I saw again 

and again was Robert A. Heinlein. Pa had a lot of Heinlein 

novels: Starship Troopers. The Moon Is a Harsh Mistress. Stranger in a 

Strange Land. Time Enough for Love. The Cat Who Walks through 

Walls. The Notebooks of Lazarus Long. 

Most of these books flew right above my head at the time. I 

was also mightily embarrassed with all the free-for-all sex that 

was described here and there. However, it fit the story and the 

characters, so I wouldn’t call it gratuitous. As a storyteller, 

Heinlein gave strong, confusing stuff, especially for a fourteen 

year old reader. But the freedom of an individual to make, 

follow through, and live with one’s choices -- often in spite of 

what one’s society dictated was sensible and right in order to 

lead oneself and others – was a message that I got.  

This message tied all of Pa’s masculine, crazy quilt of books 
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together: autonomy and the leadership that flows out of that 

autonomy. And that’s how I learned more about my dad’s 

personal philosophy in a cardboard box of books than in my 

previous fourteen years of being his daughter.

Even though I read Pa’s books, not once did Pa and I 

discuss what were in those books. Maybe it was just too 

awkward, what with the often adult themes in his books and 

him being my dad. Instead, we did things together that 

reflected Pa’s books when Pa came home on the weekends 

from Gulfport. 

He taught me how to check and top off fluids, check the 

tires’ air, and change a flat tire. He showed me how to use hand 

tools and do basic home repair. This led to my love of This Old 

House and New Yankee Workshop on PBS. When I learned how 

to drive, he showed me how to read a map and how to get 

unlost without a map. He taught me how to make tasty meals 

from whatever was in the kitchen, and we watched cooking 

shows like Yan Can Cook and Home Grown with Justin Wilson. 

He showed me how to read a manual so that I could 

upgrade a desktop computer, put together a gas grill, assemble 

furniture, and record movies and TV programs with a VHS 

tape machine. He taught me that singing or listening to music 

while doing tough things made the doing feel easy. He showed 

me how to move furniture without killing myself – “Use your 

legs!”
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Pa was in Gulfport from late 1986 to early 1989, nearly three 

years when he missed a large part of our family’s daily life. 

Since he saw me as the oldest child, he turned to me for 

assurance that everybody was safe and happy when he was 

gone. Before he left for Gulfport on Sunday, he always said, “I 

depend on you. Help your mom. Help your brother and 

sisters.”

“Okay, Pa,” I always replied.

When he returned on the weekends, Pa kept his early 

morning physical training. Sometimes I joined him. We’d go to 

Naval Air Station Dallas, park next to a least-used airstrip, and 

jog around the perimeter as the mist rose up from nearby 

Mountain Creek Lake and the sun burned it off. When a jet 

took off, we’d stop and admire it as it screamed down the 

runway and took flight.

We seldom talked. Our breaths and sneakered feet hitting 

the perimeter road were the only sounds. On those jogs I 

noticed that Pa wasn’t tall at all. He was 5’4”, only two inches 

above me, which surprised me. In my head, Pa was always a big 

man.

In many respects, he still is.
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8  Portrait of an Anglophile as a Teen Girl

It was bitterly cold on the eighth of November 1993. Even 

so, my traveling companion and I were topside on the P&O 

ferry, the Belgian port of Ostend far behind in the early 

morning darkness. After many rounds of canasta with another 

couple, we went up to stay awake in the bracing air.

As our ferry turned southward, I saw in the pre-dusk light a 

greyish-white chalky wall on my right. That was when, in a 

sleep-deprived manic stupor, I shook my companion and 

exclaimed, “The Cliffs of Dover! That’s the Cliffs of Dover! I 

see the Cliffs of Dover!”

As his head bobbed back and forth like a bobble-head doll 

from my shaking, he replied in a calm, even voice, “Yes – it’s 

the Cliffs of Dover.”

I got in control of myself. In silence, we watched the white 
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cliffs pass by us as the ferry motored towards the Port of 

Dover.

I was finally in England.

It all started in 1984 when I was eleven-going-on-twelve and 

laid up at home for two weeks with the chicken pox.

After I reread multiple times the school library’s three 

Madeleine L’Engle books, I wandered to the living room. I was 

sick of being confined in my bedroom, sick of being itchy, and 

just sick of being sick. No one was home. Daytime TV was 

maudlin soap operas and cheesy game shows. So, for lack of 

doing anything else, I took down from the wall-sized cabinet 

the dark blue heavy tome that was The Complete Works of 

Shakespeare, Kittredge Players Illustrated Edition for the first time 

ever. I blew off the dust and sat down on the couch.

Up to that point, I had never read nor studied Shakespeare. 

After all, I was a sixth grader, and Shakespeare was only taught 

in high school. While my family watched plenty of TV and 

movies, Shakespeare was never on their watch list. So I entered 

Shakespeare’s world as an absolute newcomer.

Fortunately for me, the Shakespeare my family had was a 

particular edition that had black and white photographs from 

British Shakespearian actors, who performed in full stage dress 

and makeup. The photographs were copyright 1958, and the 

plays were staged in the Old Vic Theatre and the Memorial 
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Theatre. I saw a middle-aged Sir John Gielgud as Benedick in 

Much Ado about Nothing, a young Vivien Leigh as Viola in Twelfth 

Night, and a middle-aged Laurence Olivier as Richard III in The 

Tragedy of King Richard III. I saw a young Claire Bloom as Juliet 

in Romeo and Juliet and a young Richard Burton as Hamlet in 

Hamlet, among other British actors. Each Shakespeare play had 

performance photographs that followed the plot, and the 

photos were so heavily annotated, which identified actor 

names, characters, story line, and Act and Scene, that I didn’t 

even bother to read the plays that first time. I studied the 

photographs and read the annotations, sort of like a high-end 

picture-book version of Shakespeare, to get the gist of the 

plays.

Also, Olivier rocked that eye-liner, and Burton was very 

pretty. SWOON.

After that first run-through, I went back and read the parts 

of the plays that the photographs had illustrated. That was my 

introduction to Shakespeare’s language, in these bite-sized 

pieces. Come to think of it, this was an ideal method for a 

preteen newbie to tip-toe into that fantastic yet confusing world 

of Shakespeare’s wordplay. 

Surprisingly, the play that I understood the most at the time 

was The Taming of the Shrew. This came in handy a couple of 

years later when my family viewed the Moonlighting episode 

titled “Atomic Shakespeare.”  I grinned like a crazy person, as I 
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felt like a Shakespeare insider for the first time in my life.

But Shakespeare did not make me into an Anglophile at that 

time. His words were too grown-up, and I was too young to 

understand them.

Thanks to Pa’s love of James Bond movies (he even brought 

the entire family to watch Octopussy when it showed in the 

theaters in 1983) and my family’s embarrassing enjoyment of 

Benny Hill, I was familiar with some British accents and 

mannerisms. When my friend Jill became a fan of Remington 

Steele and got me to watch it as well, I enjoyed the show and the 

sparring between Stephanie Zimbalist’s and Pierce Brosnan’s 

characters. But I wasn’t particularly drawn to Brosnan (just like 

I wasn’t particularly drawn to Roger Moore) as a Brit.

Then, one day, I turned on my room’s TV, switched it over 

to KERA, the local PBS station in North Texas, and saw the 

program Mystery! present The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. I sat 

at the foot of my bed, heard the opening notes of string 

instruments, saw a montage of upper class and lower class 

street life in Victorian England, and viewed the episode titled 

“A Scandal in Bohemia.”

For the next hour, as I watched Watson chide Holmes for 

his drug habit, Irene Adler best Holmes’ brilliance, and 

Watson’s voiceover of Holmes’ enduring respect for “the 

Woman,” I never moved from the foot of my bed.
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I was hooked.

After I viewed that episode, my imagination wanted to dwell 

in Holmes’ Victorian London beyond what I saw on the screen. 

Soon I sought out Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s stories of the 

Great Detective and his Watson. Between the school and 

public libraries, I found and read all fifty-six short stories and 

four novels that recounted Holmes and Watson’s adventures. I 

compared them to what I saw on the small screen and was 

happy to see that the TV adaptions were close to what Conan 

Doyle wrote, including his descriptions of Holmes himself. 

Jeremy Brett’s Holmes was a perfect match.

2

I even went so far as to consult a secondary source. W. S. 

Baring-Gould constructed a speculative timeline of Sherlock 

Holmes’ life, which included the dates of his cases, and 

compiled a bibliography of Doyle’s Holmesian works in order 

of publication. I meticulously copied all of that down in neat, 

school-girl cursive on college-ruled loose leaf paper and placed 

2 One of my handwritten Sherlock Holmes research notes when I was 
thirteen years old, 1985.
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them in a folder for safekeeping. The fact that I still HAVE 

that folder – nearly thirty years later – is testament to the 

obsession that I had for Conan Doyle’s created world.

I researched Victorian England in my family’s encyclopedia 

collection so that I had an accurate mental picture of Conan 

Doyle’s setting. I often fell asleep as I spun my own stories of 

Holmes and Watson solving mysteries within and beyond 221B 

Baker Street. In my drowsing mind, Jeremy Brett was always 

Holmes, Edward Hardwicke always Watson.

It never occurred to me to write any of those imaginative 

bedtime musings down, and I’m glad I didn’t. One could only 

imagine what a pre-teen girl’s Sherlock Holmes fan fiction 

would’ve been. When one considers that I was still learning 

how to write fiction, I shudder at what could’ve been.

By the time my obsession with Sherlock Holmes had run its 

course in high school, I was a full-blown Anglophile. I read and 

studied all of C. S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia in seventh and 

eighth grade. After an earlier obsession with the Monkees in my 

freshman year, I discovered Led Zeppelin through the local 

rock station in my sophomore year. I read about the band’s 

origins and dirty laundry details in book-length biographies, 

both authorized and unauthorized. (The unauthorized ones 

were more exciting.) 

More importantly, however, I spent my evenings watching 
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PBS rebroadcasts of various British television programs. I 

watched programs like James Burke’s Connections and The Day 

the Universe Changed, the TV adaptation of James Herriot’s All 

Creatures Great and Small, the dramedy Butterflies, Rowan 

Atkinson’s Black Adder, and the now-classic Monty Python’s Flying 

Circus. I even watched Blake’s 7, even though the storylines 

were confusing, the special effects were wretched, and the 

series finale made me mad.

In spite of some dubious programs, I continued to turn to 

KERA whenever my TV was on. As a result, the good folks at 

KERA introduced me to two programs that solidified my 

Anglophilia for life.

They were Doctor Who and The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the 

Galaxy.

Having debuted back in 1963 and thanks to its 2005 revival, 

Doctor Who today is a well-known sci-fi phenomenon. This 

popular recognition, however, wasn’t so in early 1980s 

America. Seen as a niche program on late night PBS stations, I 

first heard of Doctor Who in middle school from another of my 

small circle of quirky friends. Cheryl, who will always be “the 

environmental one” in my memory, told me about the Fourth 

Doctor and then had to explain why he was the fourth. 

Intrigued, I stayed up well past my bedtime on a particular 

Saturday in 1983. In my darkened bedroom, I saw Tom Baker, 
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with his floppy hat, never-ending scarf, and manic eyes, as the 

Doctor for the first time.

I don’t recall exactly what episode it was; after some 

research online, I believe it was “Warrior’s Gate” since I 

vaguely recall the second Romana and the robot dog K9 in it. I 

do remember feeling lost as a new viewer. This was no surprise, 

as Doctor Who back then was serialized in multi-part story arcs, 

and I started watching in the middle of one of those arcs. I 

watched the next subsequent episodes until “Logopolis,” when 

I saw my first regeneration of the Doctor, from the Fourth to 

the Fifth.

“Oh my God, it’s Tristan Farnon!” I exclaimed.

Up to that point, I knew the actor Peter Davison in only one 

role. He played the funny, often whiny, but always mischievous 

pretty-boy Tristan Farnon in the British TV series All Creatures 

Great and Small. So when I saw the end of “Logopolis,” I had to 

see what this version of the Doctor would be like.

On a side note, I still consider the Fifth Doctor as “my” 

Doctor, that is, the Doctor that hooked me into becoming a 

Doctor Who fan.

 Through my middle and then early high school years, I 

followed Davison into the Sixth Doctor, played by an irritating 

Colin Baker. By the time I watched Sylvester McCoy’s Seventh 

Doctor, with his companion Ace, I was driving myself to 

Century Books to get the most recent issues of Doctor Who 
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magazine, along with issues of Omni. Then Doctor Who was 

abruptly cancelled in 1989. One would think I was upset, 

especially since there was no closure in the Seventh Doctor’s 

run.

However, one program had supplanted my Anglophilia by 

then: The Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy.

We’ll have to travel back in time for a bit.

In 1985, I didn’t know of the radio series. I didn’t know of 

the books. I had no idea who Douglas Adams was. So, like the 

blank slate I was when I first read Shakespeare’s plays and saw 

Jeremy Brett’s Sherlock, I turned on the TV and switched over 

to KERA. I heard the beginning banjo-strains of The Eagles’ 

“Journey of the Sorcerer,” and saw the opening credits of The 

Hitchhiker’s Guide of the Galaxy.

Thanks to the British absurdity of Monty Python, the quirky 

analytics of Sherlock Holmes, and the expansive and 

unpredictable science fiction universe of Doctor Who, I received 

the Hitchhiker’s series as if it were a continuation of old friends. 

I adored Arthur Dent’s befuddled yet endearing Everyman, as 

he became a hero, literally (and I do mean literally) kicking and 

screaming. The animated graphics of the Guide itself were 

engaging. I wouldn’t know until much later that it wasn’t 

computer graphics but entirely hand-drawn animation. 

Nevertheless, the animation actually made me a faster reader, as 



SCAFFOLDS

123

I tried to read the entries that scrolled on the Guide’s screen 

before they disappeared in a cinematic fade-out to the next 

scene.

KERA played out the episodes over the next months, often 

with re-runs, and I watched, in addition to the other TV shows 

that I followed. Reading the end credits of an episode one day, 

I discovered that 1) the TV series was based on the book The 

Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy and 2) the author of this 

wonderful madness was Douglas Adams. However, I didn’t 

seek out the books at that time. From 1984 to 1986, I was busy 

with C. S. Lewis, Conan Doyle, other British programming, the 

school library’s stacks, and my second attempt at a novel. From 

1986 to early 1987, I was again busy as I read my dad’s books, 

adjusted to the insane increased workload of high school, 

helped out my parents with errand-running, afterschool 

childcare, and homework, and spent any available social time 

with my friend Tracy (whom I met over our mutual frustration 

with Spanish I class) to obsess over the Monkees.

Around my fifteenth birthday, my dad bought me Infocom’s 

text-based The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy computer game 

for our Apple IIe. It seemed simple at first but was head-

banging-against-the-wall tricky. The gameplay was different 

enough from the TV series that re-watching it didn’t help. 

During my mom’s next shopping trip to the mall, I went to 

Century Books and discovered that Douglas Adams didn’t just 
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write one book; he wrote four. It was a series: The Hitchhiker’s 

Guide to the Galaxy; The Restaurant at the End of the Universe; Life, 

the Universe and Everything; and So Long, and Thanks for All the 

Fish.

“Ohhhhh,” I said. 

Luckily, I had enough birthday money from my parents to 

buy all four paperbacks. On the drive home, I immediately 

started reading Adams’ first book:

Far out in the uncharted backwaters of the 

unfashionable end of the Western Spiral arm of the 

Galaxy lies a small unregarded yellow sun.

Orbiting this at a distance of roughly ninety-eight 

million miles is an utterly insignificant little blue-green 

planet whose ape-descended life forms are so amazingly 

primitive that they still think digital watches are a pretty 

neat idea.

This planet has – or rather had – a problem, which 

was this: most of the people living on it were unhappy for 

pretty much of the time. Many solutions were suggested 

for this problem, but most of these were largely 

concerned with the movements of small green pieces of 

paper, which is odd because on the whole it wasn’t the 

small green pieces of paper that were unhappy.

And so the problem remained; lots of the people were 

mean, and most of them were miserable, even the ones 
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with digital watches. (5-6)

The book was a little different from the TV series. It was 

utterly useless in helping me puzzle out the computer game. (It 

took me ages and ages to figure out how to get that damnable 

babelfish into my ear, for instance.) The writing was quirky, 

verbose, and at times absurdly morose.

I loved it – enough to actually make my fandom PUBLIC.

Tracy was moving away after freshman year, so as a farewell 

celebration, we were going to a concert in Dallas’ open-air 

venue, Starplex. The opening act was Weird Al Yankovic, the 

headliner was The Monkees, and I knew exactly what I was 

going to wear. I copied the cover of The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the 

Galaxy computer game box with colored pencils, crayons, and 

markers on stout computer paper. Afterwards I brought the 

finished mini-poster to the local T-shirt making shop at Forum 

303.

3

“Cool,” the T-shirt shop guy said when he saw the picture.

3The original The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy drawing I made back in 
1986 to transfer as a T-shirt. It’s grayscale here, but it’s actually in color. It 
has yellowed over the years – the now-purplish-brown space used to be dark 
blue. But I’m just happy I still have it since that T-shirt (which I wore all 
through my teens and twenties) fell apart over time.
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“Yeah,” I replied, smiling.

When I came back the next day, he handed me a small white 

T-shirt with my hand-drawn picture transferred on it and my 

original picture. When Tracy and her mom came to pick me up, 

I was wearing my new T-shirt, acid-washed pegged jeans, and 

white Reeboks.

“Wow,” Tracy said. “Did you make that?”

“Yeah!”

“Awesome!” she replied. “You’re a great drawer!” Then she 

said, “I can NOT believe I’ll be seeing Peter Tork!” (Peter Tork 

was Tracy’s favorite Monkee.)

We had tickets to lawn seating, just over-glorified blankets 

on the grass. But a couple decided to give up their seats that 

were close to the stage because the woman felt sick and wanted 

to be closer to the restrooms. Tracy and I swapped tickets with 

them, and we sat on lawn chairs within throwing distance to the 

stage. Sitting next to us was a family – parents, a couple of 

small kids, and an awkward teenage guy who, for the life of me, 

I cannot remember what he looked like.

My first and only Weird Al concert was a riot of color, 

roller-skates, and accordions. It was AWESOME. When three 

members of the Monkees arrived on stage, Starplex went nuts. 

(Mike Nesmith, who was my favorite Monkee, refrained from 

the nostalgia tour, having moved on with his own creative 

projects.) Tracy bounced around, and her eyes bugged out like 
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an apoplectic owl as she saw Peter Tork live.

In the middle of The Monkees’ set list (I think it was during 

Davey Jones’ slow singing, maybe “Daydream Believer”), I 

heard to the right of me a voice that strained to be heard over 

the Monkees’ fans. “Hey, is that from the Hitchhiker’s game?”

It was the teenage guy.

“Yeah,” I replied.

“Where’d you get the T-shirt?”

“I made it.”

He nodded, impressed. “Have you read the books?”

“Just the first one. I’ve seen the TV show, though.”

He nodded again. “The books are better.”

“Don’t spoil it for me!”

He laughed.

So while Tracy slathered and jibbered over Peter Tork, I 

geeked with a guy about the inner details of The Hitchhiker’s 

Guide to the Galaxy.

Afterwards, when I told Tracy what happened in the car ride 

home, she asked, “Did he ask for your phone number?”

“Huh? No.”

“Did you ask for his?”

“What? No!”

“Oh, Rufel.” Tracy shook her head.

“What?”

In the driver’s seat, Tracy’s mom chuckled.
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In retrospect, Tracy was right. I should’ve asked for his 

number, or he mine. But we were two awkward teenagers at a 

Monkees concert geeking over Douglas Adams – what did we 

know about dating?

Since I discovered Douglas Adams’ books during the mid-

1980s, I didn’t have to wait years for the next book. Over the 

summer, I read all four (at the time) Hitchhiker’s books and re-

read them. I even brought them wherever I went. When my 

family went for a road trip to spend two weeks at Disney World 

in Orlando, Florida, the Hitchhiker’s books went with me. When 

a priest’s sermon at Sunday Mass got particularly boring, I 

peeked at a few pages of a Hitchhiker’s book (although, when 

Mom caught me, I got a sharp whack on my hand with a 

missalette). I became a hermit during Filipino parties, as I 

preferred to retreat to a quiet room somewhere and read 

instead of being swallowed up by the sights and sounds of loud 

singing, dancing, talking, and eating.

“Where’s Rufel?” someone would ask.

“Oh, she’s somewhere, reading,” someone else invariably 

answered.

My Hitchhiker’s reading habit probably did look a bit 

pathologic. But doing so, especially at school, helped to sort 

out those who were my friends and those who weren’t. For 

example, just like at the Monkees concert, I became friends 

with Don in sophomore Honors English because he saw me 
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reading Life, the Universe and Everything before class began.

Tapping in my shoulder behind me, Don asked, “Hey, you 

like Douglas Adams, too?”

I turned around and saw a Vietnamese guy with glasses who 

looked uncannily like me. “Yeah,” I said. I held up my book. 

“This is the third time I’ve read this.”

“So you now understand cricket, right?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

“Me, too! What’s up with those wickets, anyways?”

Thanks to Douglas Adams, our shared confusion of British 

professional sports was the start to a great friendship that lasted 

all through the craziness of high school.

Once I finished re-reading So Long, and Thanks for All the 

Fish, I fell into a bit of a Hitchhiker’s withdrawal, that weird grief 

at the end of a book’s world and an author’s voice. So I was 

delighted when Adams published another book, Dirk Gently’s 

Holistic Detective Agency, in 1987, even though it wasn’t a 

Hitchhiker’s book. I didn’t want to wait until the school or 

public libraries adopted a copy or until it came out in 

paperback, so I bought the first hardback edition with some 

saved-up babysitting money. I read it in one, sleep-deprived 

night. When Neil Gaiman was still primarily a journalist, he 

published in 1988 a biography of Douglas Adams titled The 

Official Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy Companion. Fortunately for 

my pocketbook, it was in paperback, so I immediately bought 
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that, too.

Gaiman’s biography was a revelation in Adams’ writing 

process. In short, Adams loathed writing. He found it 

incredibly difficult and procrastinated from writing so much 

and so often that he may as well have made procrastination into 

a form of performance art. Gaiman quoted Adams, who said, 

“Writing comes easy. All you have to do is stare at a blank piece 

of paper until your forehead bleeds” (99).

When I read that, the writer in me gave a loud and profound 

sigh of relief. After my second attempt at a novel (which was 

barely beyond one-hundred double-spaced pages, so not even a 

proper novel at all), I was blocked. I couldn’t think of anything 

to expand my draft, so I had set it aside and started what I 

thought was another novel. After ten pages of that, I got 

blocked again. So I set THAT aside and started on another idea 

for a novel. After thirty pages of THAT one, I got blocked 

again. I gave up writing after writing fifty pages of yet 

ANOTHER new project. I couldn’t think of a way to rescue 

my heroes who were stuck in an air ventilating shaft while 

surrounded by hidden cameras, laser detectors, alarm bells, and 

bad-guy security guards who were looking for them.

I filled a folder with the carcasses of discarded non-novels, 

and I was in deep despair that I had lost whatever it was that 

made me a writer.

But reading about Adams’ struggles as a professional writer 



SCAFFOLDS

131

made me realize that all writers – amateur or professional, it 

didn’t matter – felt this way. Adams, a writer whose works I 

admired and aspired to be like someday, felt this way. It was the 

first time that I really saw the flesh-and-blood person behind 

those words and (as it turned out when I read Gaiman’s 

biography), I literally did see one time Adams’ flesh: he played 

the naked guy in the first episode of the TV Hitchhiker’s, who 

threw his previous suited life away and wandered into the sea.

Douglas Adams was very tall and very pale.

Adams also collaborated here and there with Monty Python 

and co-wrote a story for Doctor Who, so discovering Hitchhiker’s 

really was like a culmination of my earlier Anglophilia. When 

the Dirk Gently sequel, The Long Dark Tea-Time of the Soul, also 

came out in 1988, I bought it. When I lent it out in 1990 to 

someone that I don’t remember anymore and never got it back, 

I replaced it – along with his animal conservation travelogue 

(co-written with Mark Carwardine), Last Chance to See.

In 1990, I was eighteen, so I should end this chapter at that 

date since I pretty much established my Anglophile credentials. 

However, I started this chapter in 1993, so I’ll go on a bit 

because Douglas Adams died in May 11, 2001. He never got to 

see technology like the iPad, which he, an Apple fan, would’ve 

loved, and never got to witness The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the 

Galaxy’s 2005 theatrical release, for which he co-wrote the 
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script.

 And part of me still misses him terribly.

When it comes to Douglas Adams, I have one big regret.

In late 1990, Adams came to Dallas, Texas, for a book 

signing at a local BookStop bookstore. That particular 

BookStop was far enough away from the college where I was a 

freshman student that I had to get a ride (I didn’t have a car 

with me on-campus). His book tour was promoting Last Chance 

to See, which I had bought, but I also brought along my 

hardback Dirk Gently’s Holistic Detective Agency.

The line, as one could imagine, was very long. It snaked 

back and forth from Adams’ signing table, through the 

bookstore, and out the door. I was in line for a long time but 

was just enough in the store to see Adams himself. Even 

though he was sitting down, he was so tall that I easily saw him: 

slightly receding dark hair that needed a trim, big chin, impish 

smile, open collared buttoned shirt, no tie, and a sports coat. 

Then my at-the-time-boyfriend, whose car I had hitched a 

ride, said, “We gotta go; I have a class in ten minutes.”

“Wha-what?”

“We gotta go.”

“But --”

“It’s been an hour already.” He waved at the line. “I’ll be 

late for class, and so will you. You have a class in a half hour, 
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and this line will take another hour, at least.”

“But --”

“Let’s go.”

I looked at my then-boyfriend and thought really hard. I had 

no way to get back on campus and was unfamiliar with that 

part of Dallas. Then I looked at Adams, sighed, “Okay,” and 

left with my ride.

I still kick myself over that.

A frigid three years later, a different guy and I blearily got 

off the train that transported us from the darkness of Port of 

Dover to the wide-open brightness of Victoria Station, 

London. We exchanged our money, bought a pastry and coffee, 

and wandered over to the nearby W. H. Smith’s. While my 

companion bought a new, “unexpurgated” version of Robert 

A. Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land, I saw that Douglas 

Adams had published a new book: the newest and, as it would 

turn out, last Hitchhiker’s book titled Mostly Harmless.

I bought it, of course.
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9  The How, Not the What, of Assigned Books

Signal: South Grand Prairie High School 1990 Yearbook

Recently, I said to my sister Wendy, “I should teach a 

Shakespeare class.”

“I thought you already did.”

“Nah – the closest was when I was student teaching Macbeth 

to high school seniors. I spent most of that unit acting out the 

scenes because they couldn’t get Shakespeare’s language.” I 

pantomimed Lady Macbeth’s madness scene. “‘Out, damned 

spot!’”

Wendy stared at me. “I’ve never read Macbeth.”

“Really? You didn’t get that in high school?”

She shook her head.

“Oh. What about Hamlet? No? Julius Caesar?” My face 

became incredulous because we went to the same high school.

“I really don’t remember reading Shakespeare.”
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“Well – what about Romeo and Juliet?”

Wendy squinted. “I think so – but I might be thinking of the 

movie.” She shrugged. “I don’t really remember what I read in 

high school.”

“Except for A Tale of Two Cities,” I reminded her. I had 

helped out Wendy with her homework over that Dickens novel 

way back when. I read it out loud and explained what I thought 

was going on, even though none of my English teachers ever 

assigned that book to me.

She made a face. “Ugh. That – that I remember.”

Although Wendy and I went to the same high school (South 

Grand Prairie High School) we had vastly different experiences. 

What kept Wendy going in high school was marching and 

concert band, which was a continuation of her band experience 

in middle school. What kept me going were –

“Books?” Wendy guessed.

“Nah,” I replied. “My Honors teachers.”

“Yeah, you were a nerd.”

In regards to the random crapshoot that is public schools, 

I’ve been very lucky.

As mentioned earlier, thanks to a perceptive elementary 

school teacher in Guam, I was unknowingly tested for Gifted 

and Talented and carried that label all the way to Texas. From 

then on, fifth to twelfth grade, if an Honors option existed for 
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a class, the school counselors automatically stuck me there. The 

advantage that I got were teachers who assumed that I was 

college-bound, even at the age of eleven, and were determined 

to prepare me for that destiny.

In middle school, as I read books that I already liked before 

they were assigned to me (that is, The Chronicles of Narnia) and 

learned from Mrs. Campbell and Mrs. Bearden who fueled my 

dreams of being a novelist someday, I didn’t notice how my 

classes were any different from anyone else’s.

High school made me notice. Honors teachers assigned 

readings that my teenaged self never voluntarily chose. 

However, I read them because of the competitive nature of 

Honors classes and my own “Do good in school or else” 

parents. I read them all. As I look back – good God – it was a 

lot.

In my freshman Honors English, from 1986 to 1987, Mr. 

Witherspoon was my teacher. He was an odd, thin man with 

even more thinning blond hair, a wry smile, and a surprisingly 

expressive voice that reminded me of Jeremy Brett’s Sherlock 

Holmes. His class was a trial-by-fire as I read short stories by 

Frank Stockton’s “The Lady, or the Tiger?”, Guy de 

Maupassant’s “The Necklace,” and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 

“The Ambitious Guest.” 

I read novels by William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, John 

Steinbeck’s The Pearl, and Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations. I 
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read the nonfiction book Hiroshima by John Hersey, which 

recorded first-hand survivor accounts of the first atom bomb 

over Japan. I read excerpts from Homer’s The Odyssey, and I 

often consulted Edith Hamilton’s Mythology when I had no idea 

who these people or what these places were. By the time I read 

Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (and saw that same Franco 

Zeffirelli movie that Wendy likely saw in her English class, with 

Mr. Witherspoon skipping the R-rated parts of the film), I felt 

wiped out.

In sophomore Honors English, 1987-1988, Mrs. Chilcott 

was my teacher. She was a woman who spent a lot of time on 

her up-do hair, dramatic makeup, and stylish outfits; she always 

appeared FABULOUS before us sophomores. However, she 

was also no-nonsense in her teaching. In her class, I read long 

works like Jane Austin’s Pride and Prejudice, George Bernard 

Shaw’s Pygmalion, Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, J. D. 

Salinger’s A Catcher in the Rye, Ernest Hemingway’s The Sun Also 

Rises, George Orwell’s Animal Farm, and the Anglo-Saxon epic 

Beowulf.

For junior Honors English, 1988-1989, Mrs. Sneed was my 

teacher. She was a slim, short-ish woman with long, blond hair, 

a quick Texas accent, and a perky personality. In Texas public 

schools, junior English was and still is an American Literature 

class, so I read a lot of American authors: Nathanial 

Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, Herman Melville’s Billy Budd, 
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Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s 

The Great Gatsby, John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, and Ernest 

Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea.

Senior-level English is usually a British Literature course.  

For my final year at SGPHS, 1989-1990, however, Mrs. Peel, 

the high school counselor, put me in a dual-credit college 

English class as my senior English class. Luckily, Mrs. 

Longorio, a fifty-ish woman with dark, greying frizzy hair, owl-

like glasses, and a smile that always seemed to be laughing, 

already had a Master’s degree. No one in my class had to trek 

over to Mountain View College in Dallas to take English 101 

and English 102.

My reading assignments that year were the most diverse of 

all of my high school English classes. Over the course of a year 

I read, among other things, Plato’s Apology of Socrates, Martin 

Luther’s “Freedom of a Christian,” Martin Luther King’s 

“Letter from Birmingham Jail,” D. H. Lawrence’s “Rocking 

Horse Winner,” A. E. Housman’s poetry, Homer’s The Iliad, 

Vergil’s The Aeneid, Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, Gustave 

Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, Albert Camus’ The Stranger, Alan 

Patton’s Cry, the Beloved Country, and Shakespeare’s two 

tragedies: Hamlet and Macbeth.

Meanwhile, Mr. Summers, who was my Honors World 

History teacher in my junior year and the sponsor for the 

Academic Decathlon team during the fall of my senior year, 
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made all of us on the AD team read William Faulkner’s The 

Sound and the Fury. Mrs. Shivers, the AP Government teacher in 

the following spring semester, gave me and my classmates 

pocket copies of the US Constitution and required us to 

memorize as much of it as we could.

Reading everything assigned in my senior year likely explains 

why my memories of that time are spotty, at best. As I said – 

good God, it was a lot to read. Still, I discovered that I could 

slog through an intimidating amount of pages, like a 

marathoner pacing herself, as long as I didn’t procrastinate too 

much. 

Surprisingly, I never became a fan of the readings that my 

teachers assigned. In fact, I only remember what I read back in 

high school because I kept my class folders from those English 

classes (which sometimes comes in handy when I find myself 

teaching this stuff). Looking back, I only developed an 

appreciation for epic poetry (Odyssey, Iliad, Aeneid, Beowulf) and 

Shakespeare once I had to read them again in college. Even 

then, adult appreciation is nothing like childlike fandom.

Considering that if these specific Honors English teachers 

hadn’t forced us students to read these specific readings, I likely 

wouldn’t have read these works in the first place. After all, my 

personal reading material of choice at the time was Douglas 

Adams novels, Doctor Who magazines, and Tom Clancy techno-

military thrillers, with a little bit of Catholic apologetics and 
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Robert Fulghum thrown in at the end (more on those two 

later). So, yes, assigned readings did expand my literary world.

However, the readings themselves were not the most 

important aspect in these classes. If I had gone to another 

school or had different teachers, I likely would’ve read different 

things. No, what was important in my Honors classes were not 

the books themselves but how to read those challenging works, 

which my teachers taught me.

There’s a fancy term among education folks called 

“scaffolding.” When students are new to a concept or skill, a 

teacher provides lots of support, like question lists, templates, 

guidelines, and completed work samples, to his or her students. 

The less students know, the more these supports – or 

“scaffolds” – the teacher provides. When students become 

more familiar and competent with the new concept or skill, 

then the more they have organically assimilated those teacher-

supplied scaffolds within themselves. 

Then one day, the teacher no longer has to provide those 

particular external supports to his or her students. The students 

have fully assimilated those supports and made them theirs. 

Now the teacher can move to a harder concept or skill, and the 

scaffolding cycle begins anew, sort of like an upward spiral of 

higher-level student learning and teaching.

In other words, the teacher knows he or she is done when 

the student doesn’t need him or her anymore. What I didn’t 
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know when I was a student, but have realized now that I’ve 

been a teacher for a while, is that my Honors English high 

school teachers were scaffolding me to become a college-ready 

thinker, reader, speaker, and writer. 

It all started with Mr. Witherspoon. Mr. Witherspoon gave 

me and my classmates literary and analytical terms that we had 

to define, grammar charts to memorize, and reading 

comprehension and analysis checklists to complete. We had 

prewriting outlines with required elements that we needed to 

follow EXACTLY. We had drafts that we had to label essay 

items like “thesis” and “topic sentence.” Every paragraph 

required at least five sentences in it, and every formal essay 

required at least five paragraphs. 

When analyzing a work for an essay, my classmates and I 

needed to have one – and only one – quote from the work per 

body paragraph and document the quote correctly by putting 

the page number, per class guidelines. (Mr. Witherspoon didn’t 

require a bibliography page, and, as fourteen-year old writers, 

most of us didn’t know what that was anyway.) We had to 

participate in in-class peer review, in which two classmates had 

to read a fellow classmate’s draft and comment as they 

followed a peer review checklist. 

Afterwards, we had to write and submit a paragraph-length 

response to Mr. Witherspoon’s grading comments of our 

essays. Mr. Witherspoon always read out loud the essay that 
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earned the highest grade (without telling us the author’s name), 

and he made us discuss why that essay did so well as a sort of 

post-mortem.

“Oh my God,” one of my classmates said out loud when he 

realized the level of work required for the essay assignments.

“Yessss,” Mr. Witherspoon chuckled.

Mr. Witherspoon made us do all of those steps for every 

single essay we wrote in his class and thereby imprinted these 

scaffolds until they became habit. By late spring 1987, I – and 

probably everyone else in that class -- could write essays the 

Witherspoon way in our sleep.

Mrs. Chilcott refined what Mr. Witherspoon did. Like Mr. 

Witherspoon’s essays, all of Mrs. Chilcott’s essays were literary 

analyses of the assigned readings, with quotes pulled from the 

readings as examples. Her scaffolding consisted of a handout of 

transition words that we had to memorize and a handout of a 

flow-chart-looking idea map of the five-paragraph essay. In her 

class, she required at least three elements or examples per body 

paragraph. Our outlines needed to be in sentence form so that 

it read like a rough draft minus Introduction and Conclusion 

paragraphs. 

Finally, Mrs. Chilcott gave us guidelines about Chicago 

Manual of Style, the one that required superscript numbers, 

footnotes, and a bibliography page, because she required us to 

document any readings used in our essays in correct CMS. 
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Since most of us had never seen CMS (myself included), we 

were grateful for this scaffolding. (I later consulted Mrs. 

Chilcott’s CMS guidelines when writing my two massive 

research papers for Mr. Summer’s Honors World History class 

in fall 1988 and spring 1989.)

Mrs. Sneed gave a further refinement of Mrs. Chilcott. She 

added a fourth element or example to each body paragraph in 

her idea map handout, which served as our primary scaffold. 

Just like Mr. Witherspoon, Mrs. Sneed required us to write 

literary analyses with quoted material in the body paragraphs 

and documented by putting the page number in parentheses 

but no required bibliography page. 

Back then, I never questioned Mr. Witherspoon and Mrs. 

Sneed’s non-requirement of a bibliography page for our formal 

essays at the time. Since only one source was ever used for each 

paper, they perhaps saw it as unnecessary. Or perhaps they 

didn’t want to overwhelm us, being young writers. However, I 

wish they did require bibliographies, like Mrs. Chilcott, so that I 

mastered this skill earlier instead of later. I thought of that 

when I sweated over banging out a somewhat competent-

looking bibliography for my high school research papers on a 

temperamental typewriter.

Speaking of banging out things on a machine, Mrs. Sneed 

wanted our final drafts typed, with a cover page, and she 

provided us a sample final draft as our guide. Typing my essays 
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on my dad’s IBM Selectric typewriter for Mrs. Sneed’s class was 

the only form of in-school “typing class” I ever got. Unlike my 

first experience with typing (my second attempt at a novel, back 

in middle school), I typed at a decent speed, didn’t look at the 

keys, and used all of the fingers of both hands, by the middle of 

fall 1988.

Typing competency came in handy when I typed those 

aforementioned World History research papers. Due December 

1988, my Henry VIII paper was nineteen pages long with ten 

sources and eighty endnotes. My Lady Jane Grey paper – due 

April 1989 -- was fifteen pages long with twelve sources and 

114 endnotes. Having horribly procrastinated for these research 

projects, I typed out all of those pages, from handwritten drafts 

on loose-leaf paper, in the wee hours of a late night/early 

morning as Led Zeppelin wailed and screamed from my 

Walkman’s earphones and kept me awake. 

Thank you, Mrs. Sneed!

By the time my classmates and I arrived at Mrs. Longorio’s 

class in our senior year (we had become a cohort by this time, 

having had the same teachers over and over again), Mrs. 

Longorio didn’t have to re-teach any concept or skill covered 

from the previous three years. Instead, she let us breathe a little, 

as we kept an informal “Writer’s Notebook” on loose-leaf 

paper. While she supplied the journal questions (her 

scaffolding), we were free in our answers, as long as our 
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responses were relevant to the questions and at least half a page 

long per question. 

Fall 1989 was English 101. In that class, we wrote expository 

and self-expressive essays, so our “Writer’s Notebook” served 

as brainstorming for a fair number of our essays, which tended 

to be eight to ten paragraphs long. Spring 1990 was English 

102, and our essays were more analytical and persuasive, which 

culminated in a research paper, so our “Writer’s Notebook” 

became more socially conscious and issues-based. At times that 

“Writer’s Notebook” was the closest to a diary that I had of my 

senior year, and sometimes I wrote some personal stuff in 

there. But only Mrs. Longorio read it, so I knew my private 

thoughts were in safe hands.

The only truly new concept Mrs. Longorio taught was the 

Modern Language Association style of documenting sources 

(aka MLA Style). The day she handed out guidelines from the 

MLA stylebook, one of my classmates looked on it in horror 

and blurted out, “Mrs. Longorio, what’s this?”

“It’s the Modern Language Association of Style.”

“But where’re the footnotes?”

“You don’t use footnotes.” She pointed to a page on the 

handout. “See, you use parentheses.”

“Where are the ibids?” another classmate asked.

“There are no ibids.”

“But --” started yet another classmate.
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“Don’t worry! MLA is actually much simpler than Chicago.”

I raised my hand.

“Yes?”

“But, Mrs. Longorio, we already KNOW how to do 

Chicago Manual of Style,” I pointed out.

She replied, her eyes twinkling in her owl glasses, “And now 

you’ll learn how to do MLA, too.” She smiled. “Believe me, 

you’ll be using MLA in college.”

While I appreciated Mrs. Longorio’s guidelines from the 

MLA stylebook, which included a sample research paper as 

further scaffolding, I wasn’t confident with MLA Style until 

well into college. It would take writing my English major 

papers for me to internalize Mrs. Longorio’s MLA scaffolding. 

Truth be told, I didn’t fully master MLA Style until I wrote my 

dissertation for my PhD, just in time to teach it to my own 

students. (Even then, I still consult writing resources to keep 

my MLA style skills current.)

MLA Style notwithstanding, by the time the University of 

Dallas accepted me in its undergraduate English program, I had 

so internalized my high school English teachers’ scaffolding 

that I could apply it to anything. My critical reading, thinking, 

and writing skills not only secured me a space in the UD class 

of 1994 but also scholarship money that funded not only my 

classes but a study-abroad program in Rome, Italy. This 

included extended trips to Greece and – as seen in the previous 
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chapter – England.

But besides that, all of that internalized scaffolding ensured 

that I knew how to learn like the educated adult I became. That 

result wasn’t just by reading bunches of books and memorizing 

tons of facts. It was by learning from my teachers. My teachers 

taught me how to seek out pieces of information, question 

them, evaluate them, choose the good from the bad, and apply 

my conclusions to whatever issue or problem was at hand. 

They taught me how to be an effective teacher to myself. 

Mr. Witherspoon, Mrs. Chilcott, Mrs. Sneed, and Mrs. 

Longorio’s goal in assigning all of that insane amount of 

readings wasn’t to make die-hard Literature lovers or future 

English teachers (although, in my case, both became true – but 

that’s beside the point). Their goal was to make me and my 

fellow classmates college-ready so that, once out of college, we 

were capable, curious, and creative citizens in a world full of 

constant, unpredictable change.

For the world at the end of my high school career was 

changing. After all, the fall of the Berlin Wall happened in late 

1989. The thawing of the Cold War heated up when the class 

of 1990 graduated. My classmates and I were GenXers and our 

teachers were Baby Boomers. We two generations lived our 

lives under the shadow of the Cold War, with its always-

looming threat of nuclear war. Back then, who could’ve 

predicted that the end of the Cold War would happen in our 
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lifetimes? Who could’ve predicted what would happen later?

Sometimes a student would complain about a particular 

reading assignment and ask me, “Why do I have to read this? 

When will I ever use this in the real world?”

I’d just smile and answer, “Trust me. You will. I’ll show you 

how.” And if that complaining student happens to be 

particularly religious (after all, I teach in Texas), I sometimes 

quote Luke 6:40, “No disciple is superior to the teacher, but 

when fully trained, every disciple will be like his teacher.”

I still haven’t decided if I want to teach a Shakespeare class 

in the future. But if I do, I’ll make sure my students have plenty 

of scaffolding.
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10  Physicists, Philosophers & Fools for God

Thanks to my infant baptism and then subsequent Sunday 

school classes that lead up to my first Confession and 

Communion when I was eight years old, I had saints’ cards, 

prayer cards, and even a “How to Receive the Sacrament of 

Penance” card. However, not once did I read the actual Bible. 

Even though I heard in every Sunday Mass and read in any 

Catholic church’s missalette Scriptural readings, I didn’t grow 

up reading the Bible. While there isn’t a Catholic rule against 

owning a Bible, there isn’t a rule for owning one either. As a 

result, I didn’t have my own Bible until late in my senior year in 

high school.

It all started with physics.

Let me back up a bit.

In my sophomore year, Pa was still away at the Naval 
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Construction Battalion Center at Gulfport, Mississippi. Mom 

still worked as one of two lead hospital dietary supervisors, 

working double-shifts, six days a week and sometimes even 

seven if the cafeteria was short staffed. So this was my typical 

afterschool routine when I was fifteen and then sixteen years 

old:

1. Take the bus home with my sister from our high school.

2. Make sure my brother and youngest sister were home 

from school and didn’t make a mess of anything.

3. Make a heavy snack for everyone.

4. Eat my portion of the snack.

5. Go to my room to do homework and/or read a book 

with the stereo on.

6. Go outside of my room to break up an inter-sibling fight 

about something petty and stupid.

7. Clean up any messes.

8. Make sure everyone did their homework.

9. Make dinner for everyone.

10. Eat my portion of dinner.

11. Clean up any more messes.

12. Mom comes home from work.

13. Do evening chores that Mom needs me to do.

14. Go back to my room.

15. Watch PBS and then the news until 11pm-ish.

16. Go to bed.
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Rinse, lather, repeat.

When the summer break arrived, this routine became a 

three-month ordeal. My parents working away from home 

often meant I was their parental substitute. I had to keep my 

siblings fed, clean, safe, and busy from the morning when they 

woke up to the evening when they went to sleep.

Fortunately, even in 1988, video games kept kids busy for 

hours on end. Eric and Cheryl were guaranteed to play on their 

Nintendo system many rounds of Super Mario Brothers, Kung-Fu 

Master, and Legend of Zelda. Meanwhile, whenever she could, 

Wendy hung out with her close circle of friends that she had 

known since middle school or had made in high school 

marching band. When I wasn’t providing my siblings food or a 

parental-type intervention, I escaped to my room and had my 

TV permanently locked onto the PBS station.

That was when I discovered The Mechanical Universe.

Aimed for distance learning community college students, 

The Mechanical Universe was a fifty-two episode program that 

taught college-level physics, from Copernicus to the beginnings 

of quantum mechanics. Hosted by Caltech professor David 

Goodstein, The Mechanical Universe not only covered concepts in 

physics but also dramatized the scientists and history behind 

those concepts. It even animated the mathematics – calculus! -- 

to solve common formulae in physics.

That the early physicists were tied to philosophy and religion 
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was a new discovery for me. Physics originally came from 

philosophy, and the Greek philosopher Aristotle was one of its 

earliest thinkers. Nicolaus Copernicus, the Renaissance Polish 

astronomer who put the sun – not the Earth -- as the center of 

the solar system, was a religious member in the Roman 

Catholic Church, which fully funded his scientific career. (This 

was ironic, since Galileo fell afoul of the same Church.) Even 

the great Isaac Newton was a Deist, believing in a Creator God.

All of this was new to me, as I saw religion in one box and 

science in the other, and the two didn’t meet. Of course, these 

two subjects may have come up in religious education classes in 

preparation for the Catholic teenager’s rite of passage, the 

Sacrament of Confirmation, at age thirteen. But Pa was on the 

other side of world and the weekday Confirmation class 

conflicted with Mom’s work hours, so my last religious classes 

were back in Guam, when I was eight years old. In other 

words, my most recent religious knowledge of the Catholic 

Church and its faith was of an eight-year old child, which never 

changed even when I was a sixteen year old teenager. That gave 

me pause, as I absorbed whatever else The Mechanical Universe 

revealed to me. 

By the time I registered for my junior year classes in the fall, 

I knew that I just had to take Honors Physics I as my required 

physical science class. Watching physics on TV wasn’t enough. 

I had to do it in order to understand it. The problem was that I 
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didn’t know calculus and was taking Honors Algebra II in the 

same year as the physics class.

When Mrs. Cannon, the Honors Physics I teacher, realized 

that all of her students were in the same deficient mathematical 

boat as me, she gave a mighty sigh and said, “Okay, I’ll grade  

based on how far you get in your calculations.”

Then she wheeled out the classroom TV cart, put in a VHS 

tape, and pressed play. As soon as I heard the beginning synth 

music of the opening scene, I realized why Mrs. Cannon 

sighed.

It was the first episode of The Mechanical Universe.

My first and only physics class was crazy. My classmates and 

I got the idea of the basic concepts, and we were fully engaged 

in the experiments. I especially liked optics, as I saw in our 

darkened classroom a pinpoint of light warp and bend with the 

different convex and concave lenses. But Mrs. Cannon, trained 

in using The Mechanical Universe as a teaching method, wanted us 

to understand deeply the logic behind the concepts, in spite of 

our skimpy mathematical tools. I still have my thick spiral 

notebook from that class. My handwritten lecture and reading 

notes look as if I tried to re-create my physics textbook. 

We often did our calculations in pairs, and one time I 

checked my calculations with my partner’s. “Oh, no, yours are 

different from mine,” I noticed.

She looked at mine and then hers. “Oh – yeah, they are.”
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“Are yours right?”  I asked.

She shrugged. “I have no idea.”

When all we had was messy, awful algebra instead of 

efficient, elegant calculus, I understood why Mrs. Cannon only 

graded us in how far we got with our calculations, instead of 

the correct answer. I don’t think any one of us ever got the 

correct answer to any physics formula that we tried to solve in 

that class.

Meanwhile, I was in Mr. Summer’s Honors World History 

class. Cramming five-thousand years’ worth of world history in 

nine months was another class that was crazy. Like my physics 

class, my notes for World History was a thick, portfolio-folder-

busting tome. Thanks to Childcraft and The Mechanical Universe, I 

wasn’t entirely lost, but many facts and ideas I learned were 

another revelation. What surprised me then was how state and 

religion were intricately linked for much of human history. 

From the Hebrews, Greeks, Hindus, and Romans, to Medieval 

Europe and the Protestant Reformation – wait a minute, 

Martin Luther was a Catholic priest? Henry VIII, the founder 

of the Church of England, was once a loyal Catholic?

Whaaaaat?

In World History, I learned how powerful people oppressed 

and killed in the name of God. Sometimes they were hypocrites 

and only used religion as a tool for power. Sometimes they 

were zealots and used people as tools for their own specific 
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idea of religion. When we got to the Japanese unit – when Mr. 

Summers came into class one day and demonstrated how to 

make a bonsai tree – and I saw how a nation’s honor code that 

verged on religious fervor lead to kamikaze and the losing side 

of World War II, my head spun with new knowledge.

As mentioned earlier, I wrote two research papers for World 

History. For my first one, I learned how political religion could 

be, as Henry VIII, King of England, and Pope Clement VII, 

the head of the Roman Catholic Church, feuded. Henry VIII 

declared himself the head of the Church in England and 

officiated his own annulment from his first wife, Catherine of 

Aragon, in order to marry Anne Boleyn, his pregnant mistress.  

In contrast, my subject for my second research paper, Lady 

Jane Grey, was a sincere martyr for her Protestant faith. The 

Powers-that-Be wanted Henry VIII’s throne after he died, so 

they used an introverted, teenage girl with royal blood as a 

pawn to gain that power. Out of obedience, Jane said yes to 

become Queen of England during a time of strife. For that 

obedience, Mary Tudor – the legitimate queen and the Catholic 

daughter of Catherine of Aragon -- gave Jane a choice: 

Catholicism or death. Jane chose death. She stood fast to her 

faith, in stark contrast to those fickle people that she trusted.

After another tough day of Physics and World History, I 

retreated to my room, turned on my TV, and saw Joseph 

Campbell and the Power of Myth for the first time. I watched all six 
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conversations between the late mythologist Joseph Campbell 

and journalist Bill Moyers over the next few weeks. Afterwards, 

I reflected on all I had studied in my junior year and realized 

that they were all interconnected. Everything was 

interconnected. WE were all interconnected.

“Wow,” I said to my empty room. “Wow.”

Then I left my room to rejoin my family.

A big change of my routine happened when Mrs. Peel, the 

high school counselor for the senior class of 1990, nominated 

me for an American Airlines sponsored summer program called 

“American Scholars.” One incoming senior student from each 

of the local Dallas-Fort Worth area public high schools would 

go on an all-expenses trip to Washington, D.C., for four days in 

June. The students would live in one of Marymount College’s 

residence halls and have day trips to D.C.’s tourist sites, attend 

seminars with politicians, educators, and policy pundits, and 

participate in a mock “Model Congress,” that is, role-play 

Congressmen in passing a bill.

I didn’t know any of this until, one day as I walked from my 

locker to my next class, I saw Mrs. Peel. A somewhat dowdy 

sixty-ish year old woman huffing and puffing because she had 

been trying to find me, she rushed towards me with a couple of 

papers in one hand and a pen in the other.

“Mrs. Peel?” I asked, alarmed.
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“Rufel,” she wheezed at me, “you need to sign these – I 

need to mail these out TODAY.”

“What?”

“You were --” Mrs. Peel paused to catch her breath. “You 

were awarded a spot in Model Congress.”

“Huh?”

Mrs. Peel waved the papers. “Too much to explain. Come to 

my office.”

“But my next class --”

“I’ll get you a tardy slip. Your teacher will understand.”

So that’s how I ended up on a college campus, across the 

Potomac River from Washington D.C., with a bunch of soon-

to-be high school seniors that I had never seen before. 

I stared in awe in one of the chambers of the Supreme 

Court, witnessed the gravitas of the changing of the guard at 

the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and met my Congressmen 

at the Rayburn House Office Building, among other field-trippy 

activities. As much as I enjoyed the whole experience, however, 

I mostly remember three things: 1) I stayed up late with my 

mock committee members and ate way too many Cheetos as 

we put together our bill. 2) I geeked over The Hitchhiker’s Guide 

to the Galaxy with my new friend Jason, a Euless high school 

student. 3) Jason and I raced through the Smithsonian in order 

to get everything seen before our next scheduled American 

Scholars event – and I stopped in my tracks when I saw the 
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Apollo 11 command module.

My astronaut dreams had long ago faded away, but seeing 

that artifact of the Space Race reminded me that space 

exploration still filled me with wonder. After I witnessed 

Challenger explode on live TV two years ago and the subsequent 

grounding of the shuttle program, I was excited when the 

Space Shuttle Discovery returned to space in the fall of my junior 

year. Even though I kept up with my space and physics 

knowledge thanks to The Mechanical Universe, my knowledge of 

the science behind the shuttle and the space program in general 

was limited because my math knowledge was incomplete.

I wondered how much of space science I could understand 

if I knew calculus, but playing tourist and Congressman wasn’t 

going to answer that question.

When we American Scholars returned to DFW Airport, 

disbanded, and went to our respective home towns, I felt a 

slight let down. After four days of new sights and adventures, I 

didn’t look forward to my usual summer routine. But my mom 

realized that Wendy was as capable as I was in babysitting our 

younger siblings. Without telling me until I came back from 

Washington D.C., she got me my first job as a minimum-wage 

gopher in the supplies department of her hospital.

Soon after, I got to use my seldom-used driver’s license 

when Pa bought me a tiny Pontiac LeMans so that I could pass 

the parallel parking portion of the driver’s test. Even though 
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that summer I mostly used that car to commute to my job, run 

errands for my parents, and chauffeur my siblings, having my 

own car still meant teenage freedom. With a car and a job, I 

knew that my last year in high school would be very different.

But another change made that last year very different: my 

dad retired from the Navy and was home.

Pa’s last duty station was in Gulfport. When he came home 

every weekend, he waited for me to pick him up from DFW 

Airport because the huge airport, with its exits, on-ramps, and 

confusing signs, scared Mom and got her lost. Ever since the 

transfer from Guam, Pa was an E7 Chief Petty Officer. But he 

had remained E7 since then, for all of those years and 

subsequent transfers. Perhaps he saw no more promotions, no 

more overseas transfers to exotic places, as he saw evidence of 

the Cold War thawing all around him. So one day, I picked him 

up from the airport, but come Sunday, this time he didn’t leave.

Per his service paperwork, Pa officially retired from “active 

duty” status after “22 YEARS, 3 MONTHS, 17 DAYS.” To 

round out twenty-five years and maximize his Navy pension, Pa 

elected to be put on “active reserve” for next three years. 

However, unless the Navy called him up from reserves, Pa was 

effectively a civilian now.

At first, Pa literally didn’t leave the house. He rearranged all 

the furniture in our three-bedroom, two-bath house. He fixed 
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the roof, which needed it after years of Texas hailstorms. He 

gardened in the backyard and landscaped the front lawn. While 

outside, he also fixed the shed. Since he was alone most days, 

he bought two mixed-shepherd dogs, Tiny and Barney, and 

walked them as part of his exercise regime. On weekends, he 

thoroughly cleaned the house. He cooked breakfast, lunch, and 

dinner every day, while he tried to fit into a household that had 

learned to live without him for most of the days of the week.

After a month of this, he developed cabin fever. One day he 

stared out the window as his wife went to work and his 

children went to school. He applied for work, but he heard 

nothing from his applications. So, he decided to go back to 

school.

For the next month, Pa was a student in a composition 

class, an accounting class, and a music appreciation class at the 

local community college. When Pa was stationed in NAS 

Dallas, he took some courses every once in a while, and he 

even continued long distance when he was out of state. Now 

that he was permanently back home, it was strange yet 

comforting to see him at the kitchen table, with his spiral 

notebooks, pens, textbooks, tape recorder, and calculator. Pa 

had something to do, so he was happy. Thus, the whole family 

was happy. He stressed the importance of education to get a 

good job, of always learning, “or else you get left behind.”

But these classes were only summer classes. After a month, 
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even though the GI Bill paid for the classes, Pa felt antsy again, 

as he wanted to work again. Mom and I both worked at the 

same hospital (she still in Food Services, me in Medical 

Records this time), and Wendy babysat Eric and Cheryl, when 

she wasn’t hanging out with her friends of working part-time at 

McDonald’s. After he didn’t get a federal postal worker 

position, Pa cast wider his jobseeking net and finally got a job. 

He worked the midnight shift as a custodian for American 

Airlines at DFW Airport, the same airport where he arrived 

every weekend when he came home from Gulfport.

When the rest of the family went to bed, Pa left, dressed in 

his blue custodian uniform. He drove his little black pick-up 

truck into the night, towards the concrete and glass behemoth 

that is DFW Airport. When the rest of the family woke up, got 

ready for work or school, and then left, Pa arrived from work, 

tired but relieved that he had something to do. It wasn’t a 

matter of money. Pa’s pension paid for the house and 

retirement accounts, and Mom’s work paid for the rest. It was a 

matter of the pride of a Filipino who had given over twenty 

years of his life to the United States of America and, at the age 

of forty-six, had many more years of productive service to give.

Fortunately, Pa only had to endure this out-of-step-with-

the-ordinary-world night owl life for a month. After again 

casting about for various federal jobs, he got the metaphoric 

prize fish as a civilian budget analyst for the Navy Recruiting 
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District in Dallas. In other words, Pa left the Navy as a military 

serviceman with limited prospects, and he came back to the 

Navy as a civilian federal employee with a higher pay rate and a 

large room for advancement. 

As they say in the Navy, HOOYAH.

Pa still insisted that we all get up early every Saturday 

morning, to clean the house as he cooked breakfast to music 

playing in the house and see ten-year old Cheryl play in her 

girls’ soccer league or watch twelve-year old Eric play middle-

school football. Afterwards, we shopped on base, either at NAS 

Dallas’ Navy Exchange or across the Metroplex, at Carswell Air 

Force Base’s commissary and exchange in Fort Worth. On 

Sundays, we went to Mass service at our local parish church, as 

Pa asserted that Mom no longer needed to work on those 

Sundays.

So my family was all together, for the first time in years, 

when I began my last year in high school. After my disastrous 

experience of using algebra in a physics class, I was keen to 

learn calculus, but I only had the prerequisites done for Pre-

Calculus. So I took Honors Pre-Calculus as my last high school 

math class.

Unlike my other Honors classes, where I had known most 

of my classmates since freshman year, my math class was a mix 

of high-achieving juniors (none of whom I knew) and seniors 

like me. Like most math teachers, Mr. Harris assigned lots of 
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problem exercises to solve, and we exchanged papers in order 

to grade another classmate’s assignment. Most often, I 

exchanged papers with a white guy I had never seen before, so 

I assumed he was a junior. His name was Todd, and it soon 

became a competition between us of who got the higher grade.

“Ha-ha, you made a 95,” he said, handing back my paper.

“So you made one point higher than me. Big deal.” I made a 

face. “No junior’s gonna beat me.”

“Who say’s I’m a junior?”

“You’re not?”

“No! I’m a senior.”

“Huh. How come I’ve never seen you in my Honors classes 

before?”

“’Cause this is my first Honors class.”

I stared at him. “Why do you want to take an Honors class 

if you don’t have to?”

He stared back at me. “There’s no rule that says I can’t.” 

Then he sat back in his seat.

“I --” I started to say, but then Mr. Harris asked us to pass 

up our graded papers, so I kept quiet.

The next day, we exchanged papers again to grade. This 

time, I made a 98 and Todd made a 97. When I passed back his 

graded paper, I noticed that he had a small strand of white 

plastic rosary beads looped around a belt loop in his jeans. The 

crucifix part was tucked in the tiny pocket of his five-pocket 



A Childhood Memoir of Books

164

Levi’s. I often saw rosary beads hang from car rearview mirrors 

from Hispanic drivers, and Mom had rosary beads adorn her 

bedroom shrine to the Virgin Mary at home. “Do you know 

what that is?” I asked as I gestured to his rosary beads with my 

thumb.

“What?” He glanced down. “Rosary beads.”

“Do you know what they’re for?”

He squinted at me and spoke as if talking to a particularly 

slow child, “To… pray… the… rosary.”

“You mean, you’re CATHOLIC?”

“Miss Ramos.” Mr. Harris frowned at my outburst.

“Sorry, Mr. Harris.”

Todd stared at me as if I had lost my mind. “Ye-es.” He 

turned back to his seat and passed up graded papers in his row.

On the following Sunday, Pa declared as he drove, “We’re 

going to the church on base for Mass from now on.”

“Why?” I asked.

“That priest talks too much about raising money during his 

homilies,” Pa replied. He wrinkled his nose in disapproval. “If I 

wanted a talk about finances, I’d talk with an accountant.”

“I didn’t know there was a Catholic church on base,” I said.

“There isn’t. But the bishop sends a priest to the base chapel 

to hold Mass for Catholic servicemen.”

When my family settled in at the last row of chairs, I looked 

around. Instead of pews, the chapel had wooden, upholstered 
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chairs. Hardback hymnbooks and paperback missalettes were 

on the chairs. Little free-standing cushions were underneath 

those chairs that we had to take out to kneel on. Since the 

simple, one-room chapel was nondenominational, there was no 

crucifix on the back wall. The altar space was a simple table on 

a slightly raised platform, with a podium next to it and a piano 

next to the podium. On the other side was a large American 

flag in its flagpole stand. There were two chairs behind the 

table – one for the priest and the other for the altar boy.

Looking around, I saw four more families in addition to my 

family. When a woman, who reminded me of a younger Mrs. 

Peel, sat down in front of the piano and started to play and sing 

an opening hymn, we stood up and sang from the hymn books. 

An altar boy walked forward with the crucifix on a pole as the 

priest, a tall, broad man with white-blond hair and aviator-style 

glasses and holding a large Bible, followed behind him. As the 

altar boy attached the crucifix’s pole to a floor flag stand 

behind the altar table, I stared.

Todd from Pre-Calculus, dressed in his all-white altar boy 

cassock, started as he saw me in the back row.

I had never been more distracted at a Mass than I was that 

Sunday.

The Mass lasted less than an hour since there weren’t that 

many people and, as Father James said, “I’m used to saying fast 

Masses for the military who need to eat lunch.”
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Pa went up to Father James to introduce himself and us 

since, what with the size of the chapel, it was impossible to 

remain anonymous. As it turned out, Pa also knew Todd’s dad, 

as they had worked together previously when Pa and Todd’s 

dad were stationed at NAS Dallas. As Pa and Mom made 

conversation and my siblings milled around, I said to Todd, 

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

Awkward pause.

“This is weird,” I commented.

“Yeah.” He looked down at his cassock. “Uh, I gotta clear 

the altar.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sorry.”

Mom and Pa were still visiting with people, so I watched 

Todd clear the altar table, disappear in a side room, and then 

emerge in his regular street clothes. They were a T-shirt, jeans, 

and Western boots – what he always wore when he was at 

school.

“Not a fancy dresser, huh.”

Todd shrugged. “Jesus doesn’t care.”

“How long have you been Father James’ altar boy?”

“Ummm… since I was nine. So… eight years.”

“Wow. Do you want to be a priest someday?”

He peered at me. “Is that wrong if I do?”

“What? No – one of my uncle’s a missionary priest in the 
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Dominican Republic. He’s really cool.”

“Yeah,” Todd said. He looked at Father James emerge also 

from the side room. This time, Father James wore a black, 

short-sleeve shirt with his white priest’s collar, Bermuda shorts, 

black socks, and Birkenstocks.

“Wow,” I couldn’t help myself saying.

Todd laughed. “Father James’s from San Francisco. He can’t 

help himself. Also, he’s a philosophy professor.”

“Really?” I shook my head. “Where --” I started to ask.

“Okay, Rufel, we have to go to the commissary,” Mom said.

“And have lunch,” Pa added.

“Okay.” I started to walk away.

“See you at school,” Todd said.

“Yeah – see you.”

My parents had noticed me talking to Todd, so Pa asked me, 

“Do you know that boy?”

I shrugged. “He’s in my math class.” I smiled. “I’m gonna 

beat him with the highest grade in Pre-Cal.”

It doesn’t take a rocket scientist or a degree in philosophy to 

guess that we eventually started dating although, at the 

beginning, it didn’t feel like dating.

In my senior year, my lunch routine was to gulp down a can 

of Dr. Pepper and an ice cream sandwich and then head back 

upstairs to the library for the rest of my lunch period. Knowing 

that Todd’s Catholic knowledge was far greater than mine, I 
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read up on the Catholic Church as I tried to fill in the gaps 

between what I got from World History and my childhood 

Sunday school classes at Guam. I didn’t even know what 

Vatican II was until I researched it. 

I didn’t understand much of what I read. Catholic theology 

was heavy stuff, and I couldn’t even begin to comprehend 

papal infallibility. But I understood the social justice and 

mystical community parts of it. I thought of Mother Theresa, 

who tended to the poor in Calcutta because she saw them to be 

as much a part of her family as her own flesh and blood. This 

explained why my family and most Filipinos remained loyal to 

the Catholic Church, even though the Spaniards of long ago 

forced the faith upon them as part of foreign conquest. 

Somewhere along the way, I discovered the folk philosopher 

and sometimes preacher Robert Fulghum. The library had his 

two extant books at the time: All I Really Need to Know I Learned 

in Kindergarten and It Was on Fire When I Lay Down on It. In the 

former was a short essay where Fulghum tried to understand 

Mother Theresa’s life and what lesson it gave to ordinary 

people like Fulghum. In the latter was an essay that ended with 

two lovely sentences: “I and you – we are infinite, rich, large, 

contradictory, living, breathing miracles – free human beings, 

children of God and the everlasting universe. That’s what we 

do” (68). It was December, and everything felt like Christmas. 

Preparation for the Academic Decathlon competition next 
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month was stressful, so I re-read Fulghum as a form of 

meditation. While I debated on whether I ought to buy my own 

copies as a Christmas gift for myself, Todd found me in the 

library.

The lunch period was nearly over, so he just said, “Hi,” 

placed a thin brochure in front of me, and left. 

I turned over the brochure and read, “The Biblical Arts 

Center.” After I opened the brochure, I saw a slip of paper, 

torn from notebook paper, with Todd’s familiar scrawl in blue 

pen. The note said, “Would you like to go sometime?”

Whoa.

As far as first dates went, it wasn’t bad. Todd – he-who-

would-be-priest – had never dated, and I was in the same state. 

So, on pretense of going Christmas window shopping across 

the street from the museum, we went. The only thing I 

remember from the Biblical Arts Center was this massive mural 

of the Pentecost – tongues of fire, apostles in the upper room 

and everything – while a disembodied James Earl Jones-esque 

voice boomed out the appropriate Scriptural reading from Acts. 

Afterwards, we ate some sandwiches at the museum cafeteria. 

So that we wouldn’t feel like liars, we went across the street to 

North Park Center.

“Wow,” Todd said, wincing at the prices. His mom was a 

school cafeteria lady and his dad, post-Navy, was an honest 



A Childhood Memoir of Books

170

insurance salesman, so North Park fare was a horrible reminder 

of what he couldn’t afford.

“Yeah – let’s go.”

What saved the date was, of all things, the band AC/DC. I 

turned on the car radio and heard the not-so-Christmassy song, 

“Highway to Hell.” Whenever lead singer Bon Scott sang 

“hell,” Todd, who was driving, would reach over and turn 

down the volume and then turn the volume up for the rest of 

the song. He did this over and over until, overcome by the 

absurdity of it, I started laughing.

As first dates go, it didn’t suck.

There were two people in my life who saw my budding high 

school romance with the ol’ stink eye: the first was Pa, for 

obvious reasons. I’m sure there were times when he wondered 

if a shotgun wasn’t just the perfect thing for a father with a 

virginal Filipino teenaged daughter in exclusive coupledom with 

a strange, white teenaged boy.

The other person was my best friend Jill.

After her parents’ divorce at the end of middle school, Jill 

left Texas to live with her mom. But then, in the middle of high 

school, Jill moved back with her dad in Texas. She was again in 

my Honors classes, just as snarky as she ever was. We sat next 

to each other in Academic Decathlon, prepping for the big 

district competition in January. As we worked together, what 
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surprised me was that, in all the years that we were friends, 

religion never came up. I soon discovered why when she found 

out what kind of guy Todd was.

“He’s an altar boy?” she snorted. “Puh-LEEZE. Religion is 

a joke. And the Bible? Have you ever read it? A bunch of fairy 

tales written by dead white men.”

“Oh, Jill.” And that’s how I discovered that my best friend 

was an atheist.

After a while, when it became clear that I cared for both 

Todd and Jill and wasn’t about to give either of them up, they 

came together in a sort of détente and agreed not to talk about 

religion around each other.

With that off my mind, I fully concentrated on preparing for 

the Academic Decathlon competition during and after school 

with my team members. The competition, with the theme of 

“Native American Culture,” consisted of seven team-based 

multiple-choice tests, game-show style, on the subjects of arts, 

economics, language and literature, math, music, science, and 

social science. It also had one interview, one extemporaneous 

speech, and an impromptu essay. 

One time, the AD team stayed late at the house of Jenny, 

one of the team members. She, Jill, and the rest of us tried to 

stay awake through a marathon viewing of Richard Wagner’s 

Ring of the Nibelung, but it was just too much. We drifted in and 

out of consciousness, in spite of coffee, Mountain Dew, and a 



A Childhood Memoir of Books

172

playful Exxon, Jenny’s dog who was adopted during the Exxon 

Valdez oil spill.

Maybe because I tried to do too much in preparation or 

perhaps I was just too hopped up on caffeine or adrenaline, I 

barely remember the Bataan Death March that was the two-day 

district competition. What I do remember was when I sat in a 

classroom among other schools’ decathletes and stared at my 

impromptu essay topic: “Explain Native American spirituality.” 

Since it was a timed essay, the clock was literally ticking. 

After a mad scramble for anything in my Dr. Pepper-addled 

brain, I compared the Native American spiritual connection to 

their ancestors to the Roman Catholic Church’s belief in the 

Communion of Saints. Father James had talked about this in 

his homily recently enough that it was fresh in my mind. I 

wrote the essay, just barely before time was up. After I turned it 

in, I thought, “What the hell did I just write?”

I ended up getting the Silver Medal (second place) in 

impromptu essay.

As one expected in the last semester of an over-achieving 

high school senior, I was ridiculously busy both in school and 

out. Even though Academic Decathlon was over (my team 

didn’t advance to the state competition), I was a member of the 

Cultural Emphasis Club, a student club that went to such high 

falutin’ places as operas and museums. I was also in the 
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National Honor Society and was a content contributor to the 

high school literary magazine Déjà Vu. In that last semester, 

Psychology and Library Aide were the only classes where I 

could turn off my hamster-wheel spinning brain for a spell. The 

rest of my classes – college-level English 102, Honors Pre-

Calculus, Honors Biology II, and AP Government – kicked my 

high-achieving backside.

Then came the college application process.

Having taken the College Board’s PSAT in my junior year 

and the SAT early in the fall of my senior year, I had my scores 

in hand as I applied for various colleges in December. I kept 

my choices local, as I was reluctant to stray too far from my 

hometown of eight years. Fortunately, the Dallas-Fort Worth 

area was and still is a cornucopia of universities, both public 

and private. Certain that my SAT scores and my grades would 

get me a scholarship, I applied to two private universities – 

Southern Methodist University in Dallas and Texas Christian 

University in Fort Worth – and one public university, 

University of Texas at Arlington, the default university for 

many in my high school class.

When I asked Todd what colleges he had applied to during a 

lull in Honors Pre-Calculus before Christmas break, he replied, 

“The University of Dallas.”

“And --” I waited for more names.

“Just that.”
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“What – you only applied to one college? What if you don’t 

get in?”

“I’ll get in. Father James is a philosophy professor there, 

remember? He’s told me what the UD Admissions people 

expect, my ACT scores are good, and with Honors Pre-Cal, my 

GPA looks pretty good, too. I’m even in the National Honor 

Society! I just have to make sure I get enough financial aid to 

live on campus.”

“Why the University of Dallas?”

“Besides majoring in Philosophy and studying under Father 

James?” Todd handed me a brochure and smiled.

I looked it over. I had never heard of the University of 

Dallas until Father James and Todd, so the fact that a private, 

Catholic liberal arts university was just one city away from 

where I lived was a surprise. The school was small and 

relatively recent, compared to SMU and TCU, but its 

curriculum had the same rigor as the Honors classes that I had 

taken. When I saw that it was a “Great Books” school -- that is, 

all majors were required to read a core set of established, 

traditional works from authors like Homer, Aristotle, 

Shakespeare, and John Milton -- I felt a small smile before me 

start to creep up. Then when I saw that it had a semester-long 

study-abroad program in Rome, Italy, built into the sophomore 

year, I looked up and saw Todd’s smirk.

“Well?”
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“Okay, okay.” I waved the brochure at him. “Can’t hurt to 

apply.”

“You’d better do it soon,” he said. “There’s a competitive 

scholarship that requires an essay and an on-campus interview. 

The application deadline’s comin’ up soon.”

“I said OKAY.”

All four universities offered me admission, but I waited on 

officially accepting in order to see how generous their offer of 

financial aid were. My essay for UD’s competitive scholarship 

was on the topic “What does it mean to be wise?” from an 

analysis of Plato’s The Apology that I wrote for Mrs. Longorio’s 

class and revised for the competition. It helped advance me to 

the interview stage of the competition. Todd also advanced to 

the interview stage, so we carpooled to the University of Dallas 

campus for our scheduled scholarship interviews on a warmish 

Friday in late March. We cut class in order to go for our 

interviews, the only day that I was ever absent in the entire four 

years I was at South Grand Prairie High School. 

While Todd’s interview was in the morning, mine was in the 

early afternoon. Feeling nervous, I walked around. The UD 

campus was built on a wide hill, which sprawled out in low, 

rolling ground of neatly trimmed grass, shrubby trees, and 

gnarled mesquites. The brick buildings of the campus’ center 

were a generic toasted brown color, with non-descript, 

rectangular residence halls on either end of its perimeter. The 
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only major landmark was a toast-brown brick bell tower that 

rose up, vaguely Space Needle-ish, from one end of the wide, 

bricked promenade called “The Mall.” The Mall, which 

bisected the college campus, ran its length until it ended at a 

wide, blocky, three story building. Various campus buildings 

were on either side of The Mall. The Mall itself was dotted with 

trees, benches, and a little fountain, all of which were occupied 

that spring day with students either reading, studying, 

socializing, or napping.

One of the buildings directly to the left of the bell tower 

was, on closer inspection, the Science Building. I went inside 

and noticed that it looked newer inside than outside, with its 

white walls and machinery that hummed behind those walls. 

Not wanting to interrupt classes that were in session, I stuck to 

the hallways and people watched, peered through division 

office windows, and read professors’ nameplates on their 

offices.

At one nameplate I stopped as if I had hit an invisible wall. 

“Richard P. Olenick,” I said. “I know that name. Why do I 

know that name?” After a few moments I realized where I had 

heard – or rather, read – that name: the closing credits of The 

Mechanical Universe. Dr. Richard Olenick was its Associate 

Project Director. He was also the person behind C3P, the high 

school physics curriculum program that Mrs. Cannon, my long-

suffering Honors Physics I teacher, had trained in and used to 
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teach her calculus-deficient students.

Dr. Richard Olenick was a physics professor at UD.

I looked up at the ceiling, expecting another sign from the 

universe, as I said to myself, “Really? REALLY?”

Now, I was never going to be a physics major. I was 

prepared to declare myself as an English major if I were to 

enroll at UD (even though my parents wanted me to be Pre-

Med). But I suddenly wondered what a Dr. Olenick class was 

like. Certainly there were physics classes for non-physics 

majors, right?

When it was close to my interview time, I made my way to 

the non-descript rectangular building that reminded me of a 

1960s elementary school; it housed the Admissions Office. 

There I had my interview, which was mostly just a question-

answer discussion about my essay about Socrates and wisdom. 

One week later, I got a scholarship amount that, in addition to 

federal and state grants, a work-study on-campus position, and 

a small loan to cover my decision to live on campus, I officially 

accepted UD’s offer a week before my eighteenth birthday.

“Look out – there’ll be a lot of reading,” I joked. I knew that 

Todd, who also received a UD scholarship, was more of a doer 

than a reader.

“Well, there’s one book that UD requires that I have the 

advantage,” he replied.

“And what’s that?”



A Childhood Memoir of Books

178

He grinned. “The Bible.”

So that’s when, using Mom and Pa’s birthday money, I went 

to my old stomping grounds, Forum 303 Mall and Century 

Books, and bought my very first Bible. It was The New American 

Bible, which is a Catholic’s Bible. At Todd’s recommendation, 

instead of reading everything on my first try, I read specific 

selections as a sort of biblical overview: Genesis, Exodus, the 

Gospels, Acts, and Revelation. As I read them, I said to myself, 

“Hold on – this sounds really familiar.”

I didn’t mean that they reminded me of the excerpts from 

the Bible that were part of the first (usually from the Old 

Testament), second (usually from Paul’s letters), and then 

Gospel readings in any and all Catholic Masses. I meant that 

the story – the plot, the characters, even the conflict – felt 

strongly familiar.

Then, just like when I realized who Dr. Olenick was, I 

started as I realized what I never saw, even though I had read 

and studied them over and over again: The Chronicles of Narnia 

was C. S. Lewis’ reimagining of the Bible as high fantasy for 

children. I remembered Jill’s scorn, that the Bible was a bunch 

of fairy tales written by dead, white men. While I didn’t believe 

that about the Bible, Lewis must have been aware of this atheist 

viewpoint, and he wrote a bunch of fairy tales – and he indeed 

was also a dead, white man.

Obviously, I needed to revisit my old friend Lewis.
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When it was time to write my last research paper in high 

school, this one again for Mrs. Longorio’s English 1302 class, I 

wrote a two-part paper. It was first a history of Lewis, his 

works, and his faith, and then it was an analysis of The Chronicles 

of Narnia in light of that history. (The fact that five-year-old 

Lewis demanded that everyone call him “Jack,” his nickname 

till the day he died, made me smile.) While not a perfect paper, 

it was the bridge from my public school past to my Catholic 

university future. On a whim, I added an addendum to that 

research paper, a two page short story. Written in the narrative 

voice of Lewis, I tried to answer the question “Whatever 

happened to Susan Pevensie, the older sister who no longer 

believed in Narnia?”

As I wrote the story, I asked myself, “What would Jack do?”

So, I killed her off, in order to meet Aslan again: a Lewis 

happy ending.

I eventually did take a Dr. Olenick class, called Basic Ideas 

of Astronomy, in the spring of my junior year at UD. In a class 

designed for non-science majors, I didn’t even need to use the 

calculus that I learned in Calculus I and Calculus II during my 

freshman year. Dr. Olenick’s last project was a creative one, so 

I wrote a short story. I imagined the birth of the solar system as 

a maternity ward. Considering that Dr. Olenick was an old 

bachelor who often brought his “kids” -- his two-dimensional 
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borzoi dogs – on campus, I could only imagine what he 

thought of as he read it.

That same spring semester, my siblings and I were finally 

Confirmed in the Catholic Church. When my youngest sister 

was of Confirmation age but neither my other siblings nor I 

were ever Confirmed, Father James arranged for all of us to 

have Sunday school classes. My siblings were in the traditional 

Confirmation classes for teenagers. However, since I was a UD 

student, Father James placed me in the adult Bible study class. 

It was like a “light” version of the Understanding the Bible 

class that I took in my freshman year. When we completed our 

religious studies, all four Ramos kids partook of the Sacrament 

of Confirmation in one fell swoop.

The following semester, the fall of my senior year, was when 

I made it to Rome, Italy. There, I took a class with Father 

James called Philosophy of Man. I finally got to see my priest in 

grand professorial action, dressed in the white and black robes 

of the Cistercian order. The esoteric and abstract coursework 

of philosophy was never easy for me, and whenever Father 

James saw me struggle, he chuckled, “Builds character!” 

However, he was a priest first. He roped me into being a 

church choir of one singer since I knew all of the hymns that 

Father James preferred in Mass.

It’s October 2014 as I write this. Todd is long gone, but 

both Dr. Olenick and Father James still teach at UD. Between 
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those two professors were many others who deepened my 

Catholic faith, healed the division of science and religion, and 

made me a better reader of the Bible and beyond.

Jill and my other atheist friends may see them as fools, and I 

understand their viewpoint. However, I am honored to have 

these rational yet religious professors as my mentors and my 

teachers. If I’m lucky, I might someday be as foolish as they.
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11  The Takeaway, or These Go to Eleven

“¡Hola, Miss Ramos!” Some of my students in my first teaching 
assignment, MacArthur High School, spring 1999.

A “takeaway” is the main point or gist from something that 

was presented, like a seminar or a report.  “These go to eleven” 

is a line from the 1984 mock rockumentary This Is Spinal Tap. 

The latter has absolutely nothing to do with the former. But 

when I realized that this book had eleven numbered chapters 

and eleven takeaways, I just couldn’t help myself. Writers (and 

English teachers) can’t waste a goofy allusion. So, without 

further ado:

Takeaway # 1 from “How a Navy Nomad Learned 
English”: If you (or your kids) have a chance to be 
bilingual, TAKE IT.

I can’t express how much I wished my parents had allowed 

me to continue absorbing all those languages – Mandarin 
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Chinese, Tagalog, Ilocano, AND English – when I was a little 

kid in Taiwan. Even if I wouldn’t retain the Chinese once we 

moved to the States, being bilingual (technically trilingual) in 

Filipino and English, like most of my cousins in California, 

would’ve strengthened my connection to the Philippines. As 

any native speaker knows, you don’t really know a people and 

their culture unless you know their language. Even if the words 

get translated into English, nuances from the first language will 

always get lost in translation.

As a result, with the loss of the Filipino language, I find a 

gap in my Filipino identity. Sure, I have kept the Catholicism of 

my Filipino heritage. I have similar funny stories shared by all 

adult children who were raised by weird, Filipino immigrant 

moms and dads. Filipino dishes like dinuguan (pork blood 

pudding stew), sinigang (sour tamarind soup), and adobo 

chicken are as familiar to me as hot dogs, tomato soup, and 

fried chicken. But being able to think, speak, read, and write 

ONLY in American English has disconnected me to a heritage 

that I am now at a loss to pass down to my son.

The closest to my parents’ language I have is Spanish, since 

Filipino has many nouns borrowed from Spanish. (Over four-

hundred years of Spanish occupation will do that to a country.) 

I took Spanish in high school and college, and I occasionally 

use my rudimentary (think talking like a three-year old) Spanish 

skills when I teach my ESL Hispanic students. It’s the closest 
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thing to a foreign language I can give my son; it helps that we 

live in Texas, as we can hear Spanish around us. But it’s a poor 

substitute for my parents’ native tongue.

Also, as any adult learner of a second language can tell you, 

learning Ilocano or Tagalog as a forty-something year old 

woman is HARD. Both Filipino languages have grammar and 

syntax rules that are nothing like Germanic languages such as 

English and Romance languages such as Spanish. 

ARRRGGGHHH!

But, as much as I can, I hope to learn Filipino (most likely 

Tagalog, since that’s the national language) as much as possible, 

if only so I can understand my parents when they talk to each 

other, read my relatives’ Facebook statuses, and teach a little to 

my kid. Here’s hoping!

Takeaway #2 from “A Brown Kid on Guam & Three 
Investigators on the Prairie”: Read what you like, and let 
your kid read what he/she likes.

Are the Little House books great literature? No. Are the Three 

Investigators books literature? Definitely no. But I discovered 

them on my own, and I read them voraciously. Similarly, my 

eleven-year old nephew is hooked on the Diary of a Wimpy Kid 

books. As far as his father (my brother Eric) is concerned, they 

are fan-freaking-tastic because his son is READING. I feel the 

same way when my kid reads SpongeBob comic-style books.
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That’s why, even though Twilight, The Hunger Games, and Fifty 

Shades of Grey are not what I choose to read on my leisure time 

(what little that I have these days), I don’t deprecate those who 

do. In an age of little glowing screens and garbled texting, they 

are reading BOOKS. Oftentimes, those books are even bona 

fide paper books.

After all, I have a PhD in Literature, but the Harry Potter 

books on my bookshelf aren’t my son’s. They’re mine. I bought 

the complete set after reading the library’s copy over and over 

again. Also, if it weren’t for having to wait for the next Harry 

Potter book, I wouldn’t have discovered Ursula LeGuin’s 

excellent Earthsea novels, which a librarian recommended to 

tide me over. As for The Lord of the Rings books, they didn’t 

interest me at all when I was a kid. Post-UD, however, I 

checked them out of the library and gobbled them up during 

my lunch hour in the summer of my first job, post-college.

So. Go to a library. Choose something that appeals to you. 

Read it. It’s really that simple.

Takeaway #3 from “Movies – the Gateway to Books”: 
Screen versions of books are good; they can make us crave 
more of the story, found in the books.

Looking over my reading history, you can see why I believe 

this. The Little House on the Prairie. The Adventures of Sherlock 

Holmes. Romeo and Juliet. The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy. 
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Seeing the screen versions of them first spurred me to seek out 

the book versions once I knew the book versions existed. This 

was also true with T. H. White’s The Once and Future King, 

Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited, Shakespeare’s Henry V, and 

J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone.

In fact, my sister Wendy (she who endured The Tale of Two 

Cities in high school and isn’t usually a casual book reader) had 

seen the movie Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix. When 

our sister Cheryl ranted about how much the movie version 

was different from the book in key details, she became curious 

about the book. Wendy, who has always struggled with her 

slow book reading, checked out both the book and audiobook 

Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows so that she could follow 

along with the audiobook’s professional reader, Jim Dale. In 

doing that, Wendy discovered that Neville Longbottom – not 

Harry Potter – was her favorite character. So when she finally 

saw the two-part movie version, she sounded like Cheryl as she 

ranted against the changes in the movie version about key 

details in Neville’s scenes.

Finally, as a hat tip, when my son watches tons of Power 

Rangers episodes on Amazon Prime video streaming, they 

become “educational” when I have the “closed caption” feature 

turned on so that he occasionally reads the lines while watching 

the stilted kung-fu mechanoid action.

Yes. Screen watchers can become readers, too.
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Takeaway #4 from “The Accidental Autodidact, or How 
to Raise a Nerd”: If books are everywhere in a kid-filled 
house, at least one of those kids WILL read those books.

The generosity of a family friend and the savings savvy of 

my mom allowed my family to have a home library early on in 

my childhood. This is a rare occurrence for many of my 

community college students who are also parents. However, the 

public library is free, and some schools (like my son’s 

elementary school) allow students’ parents to check out books 

from their libraries. While it is good for parents to read to their 

kids on a regular basis, that isn’t always possible. Many parents 

work long hours at work and, if they are also students, at 

school. But busy parents can start a family tradition of going to 

the library on the weekends with the kids, which is not only 

doable but FUN.

Also, since many people buy things second-hand these days, 

both online and in thrift stores, anyone can buy reasonably 

cheap books to start a permanent home library. Moreover, 

most people, even those on a tight budget, have smartphones. 

You’d be surprised by how many free books are available in 

app stores. For instance, I have the complete Sherlock Holmes in 

my smartphone, and it was absolutely free.

A house with no books is a house with non-readers. 

Between public libraries, used goods stores, and free book 
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apps, filling a house with books is easy and doesn’t have to 

break one’s budget.

Takeaway #5 from “When the Reader Wrote”: Write what 
you know, and ALWAYS make a copy.

Oftentimes, my students think they can’t write anything 

unless it’s a “serious” topic about a profoundly serious issue or 

problem in society, like the death penalty or climate change. 

Usually what happens is that they pick a topic that they have 

very little experiential knowledge and struggle with writing 

anything at all. If they do manage to write something, it’s 

usually 1) filled with irrelevant and repetitive padding and 2) is 

boring to read.

“Write what you know!” I would say, and I’d repeat myself 

so much that sounded like a skipping DVD. “I mean it. Writing 

-- whether it be an essay, a short story, or even a letter – isn’t 

torture if you just write what you know.”

After all, this whole book that I’ve written is one big “write 

what you know.”

As for the second part, all it takes is for folks to lose their 

only copy to learn the hard way to make multiple copies. As 

more and more written stuff are composed and saved 

electronically, that means saving the files in more than one 

place. In fact, this book is saved in three places: in my laptop’s 

hard drive, on a “cloud” drive online, and on a USB memory 
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stick.

Better safe than sorry.

Takeaway #6 from “The Lewis, the Library & the 
Dynamic Duo”:  Schoolteachers are not the enemy.

Even if Pa wasn’t stationed out of state and Mom wasn’t 

working crazy hours, my parents would still not have been 

actively involved in my formal schooling because they were 

old-school traditionalists. They assumed my teachers, being 

professionals, taught me all I needed to know without parental 

intervention. Fortunately, I had teachers who took an interest 

in me as an individual, not just yet-another-student in a busy, 

crowded classroom. Those teachers made my public schooling 

on par with anything found in an elite private school. But 

unfortunately, I also had some teachers who seemed burned 

out or were over-glorified babysitters, so at those low points in 

my schooling, I relied on my autodidactic skills and taught 

myself more than they did.

For older students (such as later in high school and college), 

taking responsibility for one’s education is a regular part of the 

learning process. You’ll have great teachers, and you’ll have bad 

teachers. Just get through the class to the end and move on.

However, for younger students (like elementary, middle 

school, and early high school), we parents need to become 

advocates for our children’s education. That means seeing 
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schoolteachers as partners, not enemies, in raising well-

adjusted, educated kids.

As a teacher, I’m not the enemy. As a parent, my son’s 

teachers are not the enemy. We’re all in this together.

Takeaway #7 from “Pa’s Books”: Read books around 
your kids; let your kids read your books.

Nothing said louder that book reading was important than 

when I knew my dad read books. Nothing said louder that no 

book was off limits than when my dad gave me his books.

’Nuff said.

Takeaway #8 from “Portrait of an Anglophile as a Teen 
Girl”: If you’re still a fan of a childhood obsession, enjoy 
it. Likewise, if your kids are fans over something (and it’s 
mostly harmless), then let them enjoy their obsession.

While my Anglophilia has faded over time, my childhood 

love for science fiction and fantasy have not. So when I as an 

adult discovered Harry Potter, Lord of the Rings, Neil Gaiman 

novels, and the revived Doctor Who, it was the sci-fi/fantasy that 

was the primary draw; the fact that they are British was 

incidental. However, knowing how serious I was as a child in 

my Anglophilia, I know to take seriously my son’s various 

interests. 

Right now, after being a fan of Star Wars since he was a 

little, little kid, he’s currently a fan of Minecraft, that world-



SCAFFOLDS

191

building game that looks like virtual Lego blocks. Thanks to a 

recent themed birthday party, he has Minecraft books, action 

figures, and stuffed animals, in addition to the game app he 

already had. On his own, he discovered and now watches other 

people’s Minecraft gameplay on YouTube with the same interest 

as I would watch a Home and Garden TV program. Other than 

monitoring for inappropriate language in those gameplay 

videos, I let my son have the freedom to explore his current 

Minecraft-philia. He’s only seven-years old, so that current 

obsession may wane for a newer one in the future. But as I 

write this, I see my son reading an advanced-level Minecraft 

book that explains how to build more elaborate worlds and 

how to play mini-games in worlds (called “mods”) that other 

players have built.

There’s a reason my son’s first grade teacher is thinking of 

having him start on chapter books.

One more story: a male, twenty-something year old student 

from one of my English 1302 classes wrote an essay, defending 

the identity of being a “brony.” For those not familiar with the 

term, a “brony” is a teen or adult fan, often male, of the 

cartoon My Little Pony: Friendship Is Magic. The essay was 

sophisticated, funny, and well-researched, earning a well-

deserved “A.” When I returned it to its owner, I asked, “Are 

you a brony?”

He looked around, but his classmates were still settling 
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down as class hadn’t officially begun yet. “Yes,” he mumbled.

I’m not a brony, but I still said, “That’s awesome!”

He perked up and grinned.

Then I noticed his Tardis T-shirt and gave a thumbs up.

We geeks need to stick together.

Takeaway #9 from “The How, Not the What, of Assigned 
Books”: Keep your past scaffolds; you’ll need them in the 
future.

The guides, templates, and lists – the scaffolds that my high 

school teachers gave me and that I’d internalized -- prepared 

me for university work. While my professors at the University 

of Dallas weren’t as mega-detailed as my high school teachers, 

they still gave scaffolds in the form of informative syllabi, 

assignment guidelines, and suggested books to read. 

Internalizing those scaffolds prepared me for graduate work, 

and I often gave those same scaffolds that I learned to my own 

students, which cut down on a lot of unnecessary lesson 

planning on my part. After all, why reinvent the wheel?

Also, newer, more complex scaffolds evolve from older, 

simpler ones. So keeping your old scaffolds makes it easier to 

learn (whatever it is that you’re learning) when the content and 

skills get harder. Since my memory sucks without writing 

everything down, I kept every single folder from middle school 

and high school when I went to college. This came in handy 
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when I was stuck on essay assignments. I looked at past papers 

for topic ideas, and I even used a few of them (revised and 

expanded, of course) for my undergrad college essays. 

When I moved out of my parents’ house and de-cluttered 

for my tiny efficiency apartment after college, I culled my 

folders, especially since I had binders of college work, and kept 

only the most important and useful ones. I kept two middle 

school folders (one was a thick one with all of my Chronicles of 

Narnia work) and three high school binders. I kept most of my 

essay-heavy undergrad college work. In fact, two of those 

essays – a sophomore two-pager and senior eleven-pager, both 

on Flannery O’Connor – became the seed for my two-hundred 

page doctoral dissertation that earned me my PhD.

After I earned my MA degree but before I started my PhD 

program, I worked two years in the corporate world, first as a 

clerk and then as an entry-level manager of a tiny department in 

Quaker State Corporation’s corporate headquarters. Even 

though I had never taken a business class in my life, because of 

my internalized scaffolding, I applied what I knew. I wrote 

business memos, composed manager reports, created 

spreadsheets, analyzed productivity logs, utilized databases, and 

trained my small staff.

So, if you’re a student (in school or in life) or a parent of a 

student, keep those scaffolds. You’ll need them.
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Takeaway #10 from “Physicists, Philosophers & Fools for 
God”: Everything you’ve learned is connected.

Let’s start with a story.

One day, I drove my dad to three doctor appointments. The 

first two were follow-ups regarding his ongoing liver cancer 

treatment, and the third was a check-up with his primary care 

physician. My dad’s primary complaints were body chills that 

no diagnostic test could pinpoint a pathological cause and pain 

from a large keloid scar that developed post-liver cancer 

surgery. Both chills and pain the doctors said would hopefully 

resolve themselves with time. With my dad not happy with 

those remarks, I did some research and suggested that he gain 

more muscle weight to help fire up his metabolism (that is, eat 

more protein and do resistance exercise). Then I bought at a 

local drugstore a reputed over-the-counter treatment for keloid 

scars and gave it to my dad.

Next thing I knew, my dad called me up and said that he 

was feeling much better (especially the keloid scar pain that 

usually only morphine pills could take away, but just 

temporarily). Then he said, “If I ever win the Lotto, I should 

send you to medical school!”

Now, the last biology class I took was for non-science 

majors called Basic Ideas of Biology when I was a college 

sophomore. Prior to that was Honors Biology II as a senior in 

high school. However, everything that I learned from all of my 
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teachers, from all of the school disciplines, taught me how to 

ask the right questions, research at the right places, sort 

between reputable and suspicious information, and reason 

towards logical conclusions. I knew how to think critically and 

problem-solve efficiently no matter if the issue was something I 

was personally an expert in, like writing and literature, or 

something that I knew little about, like post-surgical keloid 

scars. All the individual classes and different academic 

disciplines that I learned were just puzzle pieces that, together, 

made a picture called “an educated adult” – that is, me.

This educational “big picture” is a concept many of my 

community college students don’t see. They see their classes as 

discrete, separate items to be taken, used, and disposed of as 

soon as their final course grades hit their transcript. More than 

a few of my English students have forgotten their prior English 

classes, so they use up precious time to relearn basic essay 

structure and even grammar. Many have also forgotten their 

last math class so much that they have to relearn fractions and 

percentages, just so they know how to calculate their own 

grades. They forget many things that they’ve previously learned 

because they have never internalized their teachers’ scaffolds, 

never made their classes’ content and skills into their own, and 

never saw their classes as interlocking pieces in a puzzle or 

ingredients in a recipe.

In other words, they never unified their in-school self with 
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their out-of-school self – they’re fragmented people.

 This fragmentation-of-self results in a life that often feels 

imbalanced and fractured into opposing, conflicting pieces. The 

tragedy is that my students often believe that learning is just 

one of those pieces in their life that falls away. They drop out – 

from a class or from the school altogether – in attempt not to 

fall entirely into pieces.

If those students dropped out because they found an overall 

passion that unifies them, then they may have all the learning 

they need to pursue that life’s goal, what Thomas Jefferson 

called “pursuit of happiness.” Perhaps they pursued a great job 

opportunity, an amazing travel opportunity, or a fulfilling call 

to service to family, God, or country. But, from what I have 

seen, many drop out ill-prepared for the complex, contradictory 

demands of modern work life and society. Every day becomes 

a struggle as they only have enough in them to react as one 

crisis to the next pushes them around, like a tiny bird in a 

windstorm.

Places like college allow students to stop their reactive 

responses to whatever crisis has popped up, look at the big 

picture, listen to what their heart says, and think things 

through. They practice and then master all the learning and 

scaffolds they have available to them in a safe, controlled 

setting. In other words, college gives students an excuse to 

reflect and contemplate on what they know, what they don’t 
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know, and what they need to know to be successful.

But the demands of “The Real World” are loud and 

insistent. When I look at any new class of students, I feel the 

clock ticking, a race against time. It’s not just writing and 

literature I have to teach in one semester.

The sooner I can teach my students how to become 

autodidacts, the better. And the key to doing that is to tear 

away the illusion of separated class subjects, their belief that 

their classes are as ephemeral and airy as feathers. They need to 

see the sum of their courses as they should be seen: parts of 

strong wings that, together, can make my students fly.

Takeaway #11 from “The Takeaway, or These Go to 
Eleven”: Share what you’ve learned.

I’m a teacher and a parent, so you can see why I have this 

takeaway. As a teacher I role-model what my students should 

achieve in my class. Similarly, as a parent I guide my son 

through all the pitfalls and milestones of growing up. But 

sharing what you’ve learned as some “wise sage” to his or her 

eager disciples is not the reason for this takeaway. (And as any 

teacher or parent fully knows, eager-to-learn students and 

children can be as rare as flying unicorns.) Sharing what you’ve 

learned to other people is important because they can teach you 

more than you thought you knew.

I learned this in my first experience as a teacher in charge of 
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a classroom of students. I was a young student teacher. I had 

temporarily taken over the AP and regular senior English 

classes of a veteran high school teacher in the spring semester. 

The AP students, who were the majority of the teacher’s 

students, were easy to teach. They had an established class 

routine that they followed like clockwork. However, the regular 

students struggled under this teacher’s watch. The issue was 

that the teacher made no modifications between her AP and 

regular classes when she delivered the British literature material. 

Since I recognized my sister Wendy in these regular 

students, I asked the teacher if I could modify the delivery of 

her course material. She said yes. Now, I was winging it, as I 

thought, “What would Wendy need to learn this?” as I re-made 

quizzes, tests, and writing prompts and made the students work 

in groups of up to four people instead of the head-to-head 

competition found in AP and Honors classes.

Also, one practice that I immediately eliminated was forcing 

the students to read aloud the passages after I heard enough of 

them struggle through John Milton’s Paradise Lost. They 

sounded like monotone robots and paused unnaturally after 

every line of verse. They were so worried about mispronounced 

words that they didn’t get any meaning whatsoever.

“Does anyone know what’s going on here?” I asked.

After a long, awkward silence, a tall Hispanic young man 

said, “No, miss.”
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“That’s okay. Milton isn’t being easy to his readers. Here’s 

what’s going on.” I gave a quick summary of the plot of Book I 

in Paradise Lost so that they had some knowledge going in. Then 

I took a deep breath, battled my fear of public speaking, and 

gave a dramatic reading of the first 124 lines. I acted out the 

motions of a chained Satan on the lake of fire as he railed and 

ranted against Heaven and swore “eternal War.” 

When I stopped and looked up, I saw all eyes on me. One 

African-American young man shook his head as he commented 

with disapproval, “Mmm-mmm-MMMMMM. That Satan’s a 

damn fool.” 

The other students looked at him and then back at me, 

wondering how I would respond to him using a swear word.

“You’re right,” I replied. “He IS a damn fool.” In that 

instant, that teenaged boy taught me more about the character 

of Milton’s Satan in one simple sentence than in any multi-page 

analysis that I had read for my undergrad English classes.

So my first students not only taught me how to teach – 

something no college Education class can ever be a substitute – 

but also taught me how to see these “classics” of academic 

literature with the eyes of a diverse, everyday group of people. 

Their teacher was right; AP British Literature material could 

speak to them. But, as I learned, it needed to be “translated” 

first in a delivery that hooked them fast. As soon as they were 

hooked into the story and felt safe from judgment, they were 
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more than willing to come along with me on this wild ride 

called Shakespeare, Milton, and the Brontë sisters.

That regular English IV class had students who could barely 

wait to escape high school in June. Still, what they taught me, as 

a new teacher, was vital. I knew my subject, but I didn’t know 

classroom teaching. So, in the case of my teaching career, they 

were the best teachers of teaching that I’ve ever had.

So share what you’ve learned to others – and be amazed by 

what they will teach you in return.

Conclusion
Way back in the Introduction, I said that the key to 

creating a life-long reader (and therefore a life-long learner and 

teacher) is found in childhood and, once found, it unlocks 

everything. I also mentioned that I wrote this book for three 

groups of people:  non-readers like my students, new readers 

like my kid, and the kids who grew up and never lost their 

childlike love for good books and good stories. Just as the 

books that I read as I grew up became my scaffolding for life, 

may this little memoir of mine serve as a kind of scaffolding for 

you, wherever you are in your reading life’s journey. 

So, what’s the key to creating a life-long reader?

Find your books, and you will find yourself.
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Appendix: My Narnia Short Story

This is a “what if?” short story set after Book 7: The Last 

Battle in The Chronicles of Narnia that I wrote in the spring of 

1990, when I attached it to the last two pages of my last high 

school research paper. Thankfully, in both technique and art, 

I’ve progressed as a writer since then. So here is my little ugly 

duckling of a story, although I put a “[sic]” next to any obvious 

error that I couldn’t let stand without comment.

Return of a Queen

This story isn’t much of a story really but an account of 

what had happened to the other Queen of Cair Paravel.

It was several years after the Great Train Disaster, and 

everyone, especially the grown-ups, were saying how wonderful 

Susan was taking everything and being very grown-up and all 

that rot. But as a matter of fact, Susan didn’t feel very grown-
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up. When Susan thought about that Great Train Disaster years 

ago, she still felt like a little girl, ready to go off blubbing 

because her parents and her brothers and sisters [sic] were 

dead.

Susan have [sic] been trying so hard to act grown-up that 

she became more and more sick until a kindly old doctor, not 

those new type [sic] of doctors who say that things were all in 

your mind and talked like rot but a delightful, little doctor with 

thick spectacles and a badger-like look told Susan to stay in 

bed.

In bed Susan stayed, but she grew worse and worse, her fair 

hair turning coarse like straw and her rosy face so wan and pale 

that would make you cry if you looked at it. Susan would 

shiver, not the kind of shiver you have when you are in a drafty 

room and it’s cold and all you need is a warm coat and some 

hot chocolate. Her room was warm and comfortable but Susan 

still shivered, as if something inside her was cold and drafty, as 

cold and as drafty as her mediciney room smelled because, after 

all, she was in a hospital.

And still she shivered, and the doctors would prod her and 

look at her and click their tongues with a “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” 

because Susan wasn’t supposed to be shivering, but she was.

Susan grew weaker and weaker, as if she had been playing 

hide-and-seek without a rest, but Susan couldn’t even talk 

much less play.
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Then she closed her eyes, her eyes feeling especially heavy 

like the way yours would feel when you are about to have the 

greatest, most delicious sleep you have ever had.

Susan slept, shivering with cold.

But she woke up, not lying on a rough hospital bed, but on a 

mat of soft grass and heather. She felt a warm breath flowing 

over her, warm and soft and true. Susan opened her eyes.

A sea of gold moved by itself. Huge, shaggy, and bright, 

untamed but good!

“ASLAN!” said Susan, and she sprung up and threw her 

pale arms around his great, shaggy head and sobbed with joy 

into his fragrant mane.

“Welcome, Daughter of Eve,” said Aslan.
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