Katie Piper

Literacy Story—April 17, 2009

Today, my dad would be 52 years old.  He was a self-taught engineer who worked on the Atomic Clock in Colorado Springs as a teenager and won an Emmy for shooting TV waves off a receptor mounted on the bottom of a helicopter.  I was always confused about what my dad did for a living at the TV station because he would come home from the station after the Cosby show came on, but he had of course already seen the episode which I wanted to tell him about.  We would sit in his armchair before bed after Mom washed my hair and he would read Einstein aloud.  I didn’t care that I didn’t understand.  I felt smart just feeling the book in my hand and the prickly mustache against my shoulder.  

We thought our dad was the smartest man in the world.  My mom used to tell us that he read everything he could get his hands on, and we believed it.  So when we went to school, we decided that we should read everything we get could our hands on as well.  When my dad died, I was in Kindergarten and reading Mary Poppins for the first time.  It was hard but I remember liking the book immensely.  After Mary Poppins, I read Anne of Green Gables and Charlotte’s Web and The Borrowers and the complete works of A.A. Milne.  My Kindergarten year was an eventful one; they moved me up to first grade reading (because I could already read) and I delved into the world of chapter books.  After my dad died, my mom would sit with us and read for hours, looking up the words I didn’t know and explaining the pictures in Robin Hood.  I won the prize for the most books read in the Kindergarten/First Grade reading competition and ate my personal pan pizza with the self-importance of the Book-It winner.  I liked feeling smart, and reading made that happen.

Looking back, I see reading as something entirely mixed into my identity.  I liked, and still like, feeling smart.  If I were going to undergo the painful process of psychoanalysis, I’m sure I would discover that reading and books were an outlet for grief of a lost father, a way for a family to deal with the loss of one irreplaceable member.  That is probably true.  But more importantly, it is a way for us to remember (and re-member) our life with him and to continue to see and feel him.  I will always think of my father when I am reading Robin Hood to my nephews.  For some perverse reason, I am always reminded of him when I hear someone mention The Theory of Relativity.  The books I read connect me to my father over and over again, in different and varied ways.  And as I continue to grow older, I value that connection more and more.
