Letters to My Teacher

Dear Mrs. Beverage,
It was September 1976. My mother, brother, and I had
just moved to Colorado from Las Vegas, Nevada, almost
four years after my dad was killed in a plane crash. On
a Monday a few weeks after the school year began, I
started second grade at Rockrimmon Elementary. That's
when I met you.
Rockrimmon had so many students that fall of
1976 that portable trailers had been erected on campus
to handle the overflow. I walked into one of these
trailers as a new student, but I remember that day as
if I were still there. Even now, I imagine watching
a scared littie girl entering class for the first time,
holding her mother's hand. The door was open wide,
and sunlight silhouetted the pair as they stepped
into the room. The girl looked around at her new
classmates' faces as she stood just behind her mother.
She did not want her mom to leave her sight. Tears
clouded her eyes when they said good-bye.
I was indeed that little girl, and you, Mrs.
Beverage, approached me, bade goodbye to my mother,
and guided me to my new desk. You looked a bit like
Mrs. Brady from The Brady Bunch-your straight
blond hair followed the curve of your head and curled
up at the edges just above your shoulders. You were
so friendly and made such an impression that I still

remember you even as my own children start second
grade almost thirty years later.
You introduced me to my new classmates, and
then I had to stand in front of the students, tell them
my name, and talk about my family and where we
came from. I told my new classmates about my dad,
who had attended and graduated from the Air Force
Academy. I told how he became a USAF Thunderbird
pilot, and that he died four years before. Despite my
soft voice and shy demeanor, I remember that I was
proud of my dad and his accomplishments. I told
them of the dedication of a new building at Nellis Air
Force Base named after him-Bolt Building-and the
ceremony that would be held that coming December.
That day in September 1976, my first day of
second grade in your class, I spoke about my dad and
shared him with others for the first time. It seems the
trauma of starting a new school planted the memory
of my dad's death deeper than the years between age
three and a half and seven. But things are the same in
one respect: What my memory told me as a second
grader-my father died and I knew him really only
through photographs-is what my memory tells me
today. But perhaps my second-grader mind held more
recollection of a father lost just four years before, rather
than the thirty-plus years after the fact.
Later that day, I was approached by a classmate
named Mindy. She had thick, haylike hair and wore
Coke-bottle glasses. She looked at me and said, "So
what do they do at Bolt Building, make nuts and bolts
out of your dad?"

