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Author is ......

As I was getting this piece ready, try-
ing to find the focus of my speech 
today, I realized just how much of a 

blessing books are in our lives. As modern 
Americans, we are so busy, so active, we 
are severed from the rest of the world. Even 
as we try to stay connected by e-mailing, 
tweeting, facebooking and blogging, the 
truth is we are too disconnected.

Books are blessings, bendiciones, 
because they have a way of linking us 
again. As I sit and read a new book like 
Hurricane Dancers, I am connected to 
the wonderful voice of Margarita Engle 
and the world she has brought to life for 
me. Every word in that book is a whisper 
from her heart, a reminder that lives are 
important. Every page I turn is a breath, 
un murmuro de sabiduría, a murmur 
of wisdom from her spirit passed on to 
future generations, linking her to me 
and you, tying us all together through 
the ages. Her book is her soul sitting in 
libraries all across the world waiting to 
be rediscovered by the hands and eyes 
and hearts of young and old—her being 
waiting to reconnect, to be reborn.

Books are blessings because they find 
us wherever we are in life and bring us 
back home. As I sat and read Maximilian 
and the Mystery of the Guardian Angel, I 
was reminded of my brothers and their 
excitement and playfulness and the 
wonderment of youth. That book took me 
back to our living room in Eagle Pass, Texas, 
and I remembered just how much I loved 
my brothers’ sense of adventure. Xavier 
Garza’s book is a blessing to boys and girls 
everywhere because it will remind them 
that life is magical and full of excitement.

Sometimes the pictures in books take 
us home too. The drawings by Duncan 
Tonatiuh in Diego Rivera: His World and 
Ours certainly did that for me. The book 
took me back to my roots, and I loved 
looking at the images. They reminded me 
of who we are and where we come from. 
Children everywhere will be blessed by 
this book; Mexican children in particular 
can reconnect with their ancestry, and 
that is the precious gift that Duncan has 
given to our Hispanic youth.

But books are a blessing too because they 
illustrate our lives in a way nothing else 
can. When I gazed upon the wonderful, 

breathtaking drawings of Rafael Lopez in 
The Cazuela that the Farm Maiden Stirred, 
I was delighted to see my own family’s 
features depicted in his characters. The 
beautiful brown faces with their wide-
generous smiles and the colorful dress 
and lovely scenery, all reminded me 
that our culture is beautiful. American 
children are blessed to have Rafael’s 
gorgeous drawings to feast upon.

Sara Palacios’ illustrations for Marisol 
McDonald Doesn’t Match depict a 
quirkier, richer way of life as my own 
children found out while they were 
growing up in a bicultural household. 
Living a bicultural life can be difficult, 
but it can also be fun and exciting and 
full of blessings. Sara’s drawings are 
delightful reminders of that.

Under the Mesquite has been a blessing 
for me in many ways. Mesquite has 
given me the opportunity to share my 
memories of my mother with the world. 
Mi Madre was an extraordinary woman, 
a great nurturer, willing to do whatever 
was necessary to see her children follow 
and fulfill their dreams. When I was in the 
second grade, she would pick me up at the 
gate of San Luis Elementary three times a 
week and walk me down to the middle 
of Brazos Street so that we might catch 
the city bus. We’d ride that old city bus 
all the way downtown, get off, and walk 
hand-in-hand across the international 
bridge. In Piedras Negras, we’d get on a 
Mexican bus more ancient than the one 
en Los Estados. We’d sway back and forth 
rhythmically against each other on that 
bus until we reached the edge of the city. 
There, we’d get off and walk all the way 
up a hill, arriving a sweaty, disheveled 
mess at the Seguro Social, Piedras Negras’ 
multicultural art center, just so that I 
might take part in drama and dance 
classes offered by local professionals. We 
didn’t have much money back then, but 
somehow she squeezed out the tuition 
for those classes because she believed in 
me, in my talents, in my gifts.

When I stopped wanting to go, she 
didn’t get upset. Instead, she let me 
concentrate on reading and writing and 
listened to every one of my historietas 
while she pounded out tortillas at the 
kitchen counter or rocked the baby to 
sleep on the edge of her bed.
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Belpré Author Award Acceptance Speech
My life with my mother was full of love 
and acceptance. I was blessed to be her 
daughter, even if for a little while. That’s why 
I wanted my book to be a true reflection of 
her nature. I wanted Mesquite to do what 
my mother did best—to nurture young 
people’s dreams, to give them the courage 
and strength to pursue those dreams. 
Writing Mesquite was both wonderful and 
painful. For in the process of writing this 
book, I pulled out and dusted off memories 
I had set aside—memories I had tucked 
into deep crevices in my heart and put 
away for fear of losing them. I am glad 
they are written down now. My mother 
lives because this book exists. It is her 
nurturing spirit that resides in these pages, 
her wisdom, her love, and I am so happy to 
be able to share her with you.

But Mesquite did more than immortalize 
my mother’s love. It brought me closer 
to other members of my family as well—
my father in particular. For during my 
mother’s illness and especially after her 
passing, my father distanced himself. His 
loss and my pain pulled us apart. We 
found comfort and solace in silence. And 
as time passed and I grew up and moved 
away, the distance between us grew. Like 
a lake pooled by years of tears, it widened, 
expanded, and we found ourselves sitting 
on opposite sides of that mournful lake 
without a sense of how to get back across 
and reach out to one another.

It wasn’t until I was revising Mesquite, when 
my editor at Lee and Low, Emily, suggested 
that I make Lupita’s father a bigger part of 
her support system that things changed. 
She wanted me to keep the connection 
between Lupita and her father close, even 
as I expressed their pain. She suggested I 
find ways to show how much he was there 
for her. Therefore I had to sit down and 
reach into the only source of inspiration I 
had for this aspect of the story—I had to 
access memories of my father.

So I sat on the front porch of my little 
country home in Somerset, Texas, thought 
about my father back in Eagle Pass and 
tried to remember the goodness in him. 
It wasn’t hard. Almost immediately, the 
memories came flooding back to me 
like morning rain, like light summer 
showers, like blessings from above, and 
I remembered him as the father of my 
youth: the one who squeezed me tight 

the minute he stepped out of the truck 
when he came home from work every 
night, the one who taught me how to 
read and write, the father I had loved so 
much. I remembered things so vividly 
that I felt compelled to call him. And so 
it began: the frequent phone calls, the 
visits, the, “What made the think of that 
m’ija?” in the middle of our ever-growing 
conversations.

It was then that I came to the understanding 
that I was raised by not just one, but 
two very special people. That I was the 
product of two great parents. That God 
had taken, but had also provided much 
love in my life. That realization was a 
blessing, because it built a bridge between 
me and my father, it closed the gap that 
used to separate us when we hugged, and 
it healed old wounds.

When I was about to start school, my 
father taught me how to “respect” books. 
I was his pride and joy, his first child, his 
hija mayor, and he wanted to make sure 
I always knew how to do things right. 
So he put me on his lap that day in our 
living room and showed me how to put 
my fingertip at the top right hand corner 
of the book and lift every page delicately, 
carefully, and with mucho respeto for all 
the artistry and corazón the author had put 
into writing it. I practiced and practiced 
until I could do it just as perfectly as he 
did. It was an accomplishment, and I was 
blessed with a kiss on the crown of my 
head from my Papi.

I recalled that beautiful moment with 
my father when Mesquite first came out. 
I had a copy of it that I was going to 
donate to the library of the school where 
I teach, but I lent it to one of my best 
friends, Veronica, to read before I turned 
it over to our librarian. The very next 
day, she called to say she had loved the 
book but that she was mortified because 
she had ruined it. She had smeared tears 
with mascara on one of the pages. She 
was so sorry and upset by the incident, 
especially because she had great respect 
for books and she’d never had this 
happen before. “I never stain books,” she 
kept saying. “I’m very careful with them.”

I reassured her I was not upset, that my 
greatest hope is that my book be blessed 
by just that kind of emotional response 

from everyone who opens its pages. That 
I hope, above all else, that readers can 
understand it, connect with it on that 
level, and come to love it. In truth, I hope 
Mesquite gets all kinds of stains on it.

I want Mesquite to be carried, passed 
around, shared, shuffled, thrown, 
caught, dropped, lost, and found. I want 
my book to be shoved face down into 
overstuffed backpacks. I want it to be 
wedged between mattresses and placed 
under pillows late at night. I want it laid 
on coffee tables and kitchen counters 
early in the morning and picked up again 
in the afternoons. I want the cover of 
Mesquite to get dented and scratched 
and scarred. I want readers to get taco 
sauce and margarine on it, to drop 
peanut butter and jelly on it, to get grass 
stains and mud splatters on it. I want 
young people to read it anywhere and 
everywhere, and not be afraid to bless 
it with the stains of their everyday lives. 
Because to love it, they must live with it, 
and that is what reading is all about.

I would like to thank Lee and Low for 
believing in me and my little collection 
of poems, for nurturing it, for primping 
it with a beautiful cover, for publishing 
it, and for bringing me here today and 
celebrating this blessed moment with me.

I’d also like to thank the Association for 
Library Service to Children and REFORMA 
and especially the Pura Belpré committee 
members who picked Mesquite—those 
dedicated, hard-working individuals who 
put a golden kiss on the crown of its 
head and blessed it with this great gift. 
I am overwhelmed by your award and 
honored to receive it. Nothing I can say or 
do could ever express the gratitude, the 
humbleness, the joyfulness, and pride 
you have instilled in me today. Thank 
you; mi corazón is full of love for you.

I also want to thank this great 
organization for the blessing of books to 
come. For I know that ALA will continue 
to find and honor and bless books that 
connect us, books that bring us home 
and illustrate our lives, books that set 
us in motion and give us the courage, 
wisdom, and strength to embrace all that 
life has in store for us.

Mil gracias. &


