
Summer Reading – M. Ascorbe 
 
English IV Regulars and Honors 
 
Novel:  Animal Farm, by George Orwell 
 
Assignment:  Students will purchase a paperback copy of the novel.  They are required to read 
and THOROUGHLY annotate, to the best of their ability, concentrating on recognizing elements 
of characterization, setting, and plot. They need to be prepared for a test, short response 
questions, a graphic organizer, and a classroom essay (with rubric). 
 
LIT 2012 -- Survey of Literature (Dual Enrollment) 
 
Novel:  The Kite Runner, by Khaled Hosseini  
 
Assignment:  Students will purchase a paperback copy of the novel.  They are required to read 
and THOROUGHLY annotate, to the best of their ability, and be prepared for a test, short 
response questions, and an analytical classroom essay (with rubric). 
 
ENC 1101 – Freshman Composition I (Dual Enrollment) 
 

• “Essay on Forgiveness” by C. S. Lewis 
• “The Men We Carry in Our Minds” by Scott Russell Sanders 
• “I Have a Dream” by Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 
• “The Clan of One-Breasted Women” by Terry Tempest Williams  

 
Assignment:  Students will print the attached readings included below and thoroughly annotate 
them to the best of their abilities – they need to bring the annotated copies on the first day of 
school. They will eventually have an extended response assignment for EACH of the four (4) 
essays. 

 



Essay on Forgiveness by C.S. Lewis 
By	Macmillan	Publishing	Company,	Inc.	N.Y.	1960	
We	say	a	great	many	things	in	church	(and	out	of	church	too)	without	thinking	of	what	we	
are	saying.	For	instance,	we	say	in	the	Creed	"	I	believe	in	the	forgiveness	of	sins."	I	had	
been	saying	it	for	several	years	before	I	asked	myself	why	it	was	in	the	Creed.	At	first	sight	
it	seems	hardly	worth	putting	in.	"If	one	is	a	Christian,"	I	thought	"	of	course	one	believes	in	
the	forgiveness	of	sins.	It	goes	without	saying."	But	the	people	who	compiled	the	Creed	
apparently	thought	that	this	was	a	part	of	our	belief	which	we	needed	to	be	reminded	of	
every	time	we	went	to	church.	And	I	have	begun	to	see	that,	as	far	as	I	am	concerned,	they	
were	right.	To	believe	in	the	forgiveness	of	sins	is	not	so	easy	as	I	thought.	Real	belief	in	it	is	
the	sort	of	thing	that	easily	slips	away	if	we	don't	keep	on	polishing	it	up.	
We	believe	that	God	forgives	us	our	sins;	but	also	that	He	will	not	do	so	unless	we	forgive	
other	people	their	sins	against	us.	There	is	no	doubt	about	the	second	part	of	this	
statement.	It	is	in	the	Lord's	Prayer,	it	was	emphatically	stated	by	our	Lord.	If	you	don't	
forgive	you	will	not	be	forgiven.	No	exceptions	to	it.	He	doesn't	say	that	we	are	to	forgive	
other	people's	sins,	provided	they	are	not	too	frightful,	or	provided	there	are	extenuating	
circumstances,	or	anything	of	that	sort.	We	are	to	forgive	them	all,	however	spiteful,	
however	mean,	however	often	they	are	repeated.	If	we	don't	we	shall	be	forgiven	none	of	
our	own.	
Now	it	seems	to	me	that	we	often	make	a	mistake	both	about	God's	forgiveness	of	our	sins	
and	about	the	forgiveness	we	are	told	to	offer	to	other	people's	sins.	Take	it	first	about	
God's	forgiveness,	I	find	that	when	I	think	I	am	asking	God	to	forgive	me	I	am	often	in	
reality	(unless	I	watch	myself	very	carefully)	asking	Him	to	do	something	quite	different.	I	
am	asking	him	not	to	forgive	me	but	to	excuse	me.	But	there	is	all	the	difference	in	the	
world	between	forgiving	and	excusing.	Forgiveness	says,	"Yes,	you	have	done	this	thing,	but	
I	accept	your	apology;	I	will	never	hold	it	against	you	and	everything	between	us	two	will	
be	exactly	as	it	was	before."	If	one	was	not	really	to	blame	then	there	is	nothing	to	forgive.	
In	that	sense	forgiveness	and	excusing	are	almost	opposites.	Of	course,	in	dozens	of	cases,	
either	between	God	and	man,	or	between	one	man	and	another,	there	may	be	a	mixture	of	
the	two.	Part	of	what	at	first	seemed	to	be	the	sins	turns	out	to	be	really	nobody's	fault	and	
is	excused;	the	bit	that	is	left	over	is	forgiven.	If	you	had	a	perfect	excuse,	you	would	not	
need	forgiveness;	if	the	whole	of	your	actions	needs	forgiveness,	then	there	was	no	excuse	
for	it.	But	the	trouble	is	that	what	we	call	"asking	God's	forgiveness"	very	often	really	
consists	in	asking	God	to	accept	our	excuses.	What	leads	us	into	this	mistake	is	the	fact	that	
there	usually	is	some	amount	of	excuse,	some	"extenuating	circumstances."	We	are	so	very	
anxious	to	point	these	things	out	to	God	(and	to	ourselves)	that	we	are	apt	to	forget	the	
very	important	thing;	that	is,	the	bit	left	over,	the	bit	which	excuses	don't	cover,	the	bit	
which	is	inexcusable	but	not,	thank	God,	unforgivable.	And	if	we	forget	this,	we	shall	go	
away	imagining	that	we	have	repented	and	been	forgiven	when	all	that	has	really	
happened	is	that	we	have	satisfied	ourselves	without	own	excuses.	They	may	be	very	bad	
excuses;	we	are	all	too	easily	satisfied	about	ourselves.		
There	are	two	remedies	for	this	danger.	One	is	to	remember	that	God	knows	all	the	real	
excuses	very	much	better	than	we	do.	If	there	are	real	"extenuating	circumstances"	there	is	
no	fear	that	He	will	overlook	them.	Often	He	must	know	many	excuses	that	we	have	never	
even	thought	of,	and	therefore	humble	souls	will,	after	death,	have	the	delightful	surprise	of	



discovering	that	on	certain	occasions	they	sinned	much	less	than	they	thought.	All	the	real	
excusing	He	will	do.	What	we	have	got	to	take	to	Him	is	the	inexcusable	bit,	the	sin.	We	are	
only	wasting	our	time	talking	about	all	the	parts	which	can	(we	think)	be	excused.	When	
you	go	to	a	Dr.	you	show	him	the	bit	of	you	that	is	wrong	-	say,	a	broken	arm.	It	would	be	a	
mere	waste	of	time	to	keep	on	explaining	that	your	legs	and	throat	and	eyes	are	all	right.	
You	may	be	mistaken	in	thinking	so,	and	anyway,	if	they	are	really	right,	the	doctor	will	
know	that.	
The	second	remedy	is	really	and	truly	to	believe	in	the	forgiveness	of	sins.	A	great	deal	of	
our	anxiety	to	make	excuses	comes	from	not	really	believing	in	it,	from	thinking	that	God	
will	not	take	us	to	Himself	again	unless	He	is	satisfied	that	some	sort	of	case	can	be	made	
out	in	our	favor.	But	that	is	not	forgiveness	at	all.	Real	forgiveness	means	looking	steadily	
at	the	sin,	the	sin	that	is	left	over	without	any	excuse,	after	all	allowances	have	been	made,	
and	seeing	it	in	all	its	horror,	dirt,	meanness,	and	malice,	and	nevertheless	being	wholly	
reconciled	to	the	man	who	has	done	it.	
When	it	comes	to	a	question	of	our	forgiving	other	people,	it	is	partly	the	same	and	partly	
different.	It	is	the	same	because,	here	also	forgiving	does	not	mean	excusing.	Many	people	
seem	to	think	it	does.	They	think	that	if	you	ask	them	to	forgive	someone	who	has	cheated	
or	bullied	them	you	are	trying	to	make	out	that	there	was	really	no	cheating	or	bullying.	
But	if	that	were	so,	there	would	be	nothing	to	forgive.	(This	doesn't	mean	that	you	must	
necessarily	believe	his	next	promise.	It	does	mean	that	you	must	make	every	effort	to	kill	
every	taste	of	resentment	in	your	own	heart	-	every	wish	to	humiliate	or	hurt	him	or	to	pay	
him	out.)	The	difference	between	this	situation	and	the	one	in	which	you	are	asking	God's	
forgiveness	is	this.	In	our	own	case	we	accept	excuses	too	easily,	in	other	people's	we	do	
not	accept	them	easily	enough.	As	regards	my	own	sins	it	is	a	safe	bet	(though	not	a	
certainty)	that	the	excuses	are	not	really	so	good	as	I	think;	as	regards	other	men's	sins	
against	me	it	is	a	safe	bet	(though	not	a	certainty)	that	the	excuses	are	better	than	I	think.	
One	must	therefore	begin	by	attending	to	everything	which	may	show	that	the	other	man	
was	not	so	much	to	blame	as	we	thought.	But	even	if	he	is	absolutely	fully	to	blame	we	still	
have	to	forgive	him;	and	even	if	ninety-nine	per	cent	of	his	apparent	guilt	can	be	explained	
away	by	really	good	excuses,	the	problem	of	forgiveness	begins	with	the	one	per	cent	of	
guilt	that	is	left	over.	To	excuse,	what	can	really	produce	good	excuses	is	not	Christian	
charity;	it	is	only	fairness.	To	be	a	Christian	means	to	forgive	the	inexcusable,	because	God	
has	forgiven	the	inexcusable	in	you.		
This	is	hard.	It	is	perhaps	not	so	hard	to	forgive	a	single	great	injury.	But	to	forgive	the	
incessant	provocations	of	daily	life	-	to	keep	on	forgiving	the	bossy	mother-in-law,	the	
bullying	husband,	the	nagging	wife,	the	selfish	daughter,	the	deceitful	son	-	How	can	we	do	
it?	Only,	I	think,	by	remembering	where	we	stand,	by	meaning	our	words	when	we	say	in	
our	prayers	each	night	"Forgive	our	trespasses*	as	we	forgive	those	that	trespass	against	
us."	We	are	offered	forgiveness	on	no	other	terms.	To	refuse	it	is	to	refuse	God's	mercy	for	
ourselves.	There	is	no	hint	of	exceptions	and	God	means	what	He	says.		
*Trespasses=offences,	being	offended	or	offending.	(Notes	are	not	authored	to	Mr.	
Lewis.)	
 











 

©2014 The Gilder Lehrman Institute of American History 
www.gilderlehrman.org 

“I Have a Dream” Speech by the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. at the “March on Washington,” 
1963 (excerpts) 
 
I am happy to join with you today in what will go down in history as the greatest demonstration for 
freedom in the history of our nation. 

Five score years ago a great American in whose symbolic shadow we stand today signed the 
Emancipation Proclamation. This momentous decree is a great beacon light of hope to millions of Negro 
slaves who had been seared in the flames of withering injustice. It came as a joyous daybreak to end the 
long night of their captivity. But 100 years later the Negro still is not free. One hundred years later the 
life of the Negro is still badly crippled by the manacles of segregation and the chains of discrimination. 
One hundred years later the Negro lives on a lonely island of poverty in the midst of a vast ocean of 
material prosperity. One hundred years later the Negro is still languished in the corners of American 
society and finds himself in exile in his own land. So we’ve come here today to dramatize a shameful 
condition. 

In a sense we’ve come to our nation’s capital to cash a check. When the architects of our Republic wrote 
the magnificent words of the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence, they were signing a 
promissory note to which every American was to fall heir. This note was a promise that all men—yes, 
black men as well as white men—would be guaranteed the unalienable rights of life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness. . . . 

We must forever conduct our struggle on the high plane of dignity and discipline. We must not allow our 
creative protests to degenerate into physical violence. . . . The marvelous new militancy which has 
engulfed the Negro community must not lead us to distrust all white people, for many of our white 
brothers, as evidenced by their presence here today, have come to realize that their destiny is tied up 
with our destiny. 

. . . We cannot walk alone. And as we walk we must make the pledge that we shall always march ahead. 
We cannot turn back. There are those who are asking the devotees of civil rights, “When will you be 
satisfied?” We can never be satisfied as long as the Negro is the victim of the unspeakable horrors of 
police brutality. 

We can never be satisfied as long as our bodies, heavy with the fatigue of travel, cannot gain lodging in 
the motels of the highways and the hotels of the cities. 

We cannot be satisfied as long as the Negro’s basic mobility is from a smaller ghetto to a larger one. We 
can never be satisfied as long as our children are stripped of their adulthood and robbed of their dignity 
by signs stating “For Whites Only.” 

We cannot be satisfied as long as the Negro in Mississippi cannot vote and the Negro in New York 
believes he has nothing for which to vote. 

No, no, we are not satisfied, and we will not be satisfied until justice rolls down like waters and 
righteousness like a mighty stream. . . . 

I say to you today, my friends, though, even though we face the difficulties of today and tomorrow, I still 
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have a dream. It is a dream deeply rooted in the American dream. I have a dream that one day this 
nation will rise up, live out the true meaning of its creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that 
all men are created equal.” 

I have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia sons of former slaves and the sons of former 
slave-owners will be able to sit down together at the table of brotherhood. I have a dream that one day 
even the state of Mississippi, a state sweltering with the heat of injustice, sweltering with the heat of 
oppression, will be transformed into an oasis of freedom and justice. 

I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by 
the color of their skin but by the content of their character. I have a dream . . . I have a dream that one 
day in Alabama, with its vicious racists, with its governor having his lips dripping with the words of 
interposition and nullification, one day right there in Alabama little black boys and black girls will be able 
to join hands with little white boys and white girls as sisters and brothers. 

I have a dream today . . . 

This will be the day when all of God’s children will be able to sing with new meaning. “My country, ’tis of 
thee, sweet land of liberty, of thee I sing. Land where my fathers died, land of the pilgrim’s pride, from 
every mountain side, let freedom ring.” And if America is to be a great nation, this must become true. So 
let freedom ring from the prodigious hilltops of New Hampshire. Let freedom ring from the mighty 
mountains of New York. Let freedom ring from the heightening Alleghenies of Pennsylvania. Let 
freedom ring from the snowcapped Rockies of Colorado. Let freedom ring from the curvaceous slopes of 
California. 

But not only that. Let freedom ring from Stone Mountain of Georgia. Let freedom ring from Lookout 
Mountain of Tennessee. Let freedom ring from every hill and molehill of Mississippi, from every 
mountain side. Let freedom ring . . . 

When we allow freedom to ring—when we let it ring from every city and every hamlet, from every state 
and every city, we will be able to speed up that day when all of God’s children, black men and white 
men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Catholics, will be able to join hands and sing in the words of the 
old Negro spiritual, “Free at last, Free at last, Great God a-mighty, We are free at last.” 

 

 

Reprinted by arrangement with The Heirs to the Estate of Martin Luther King Jr., c/o Writers House as the 
proprietor New York, NY. Copyright: © 1963 Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. © renewed 1991 Coretta Scott King. 
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The Clan of One-Breasted Women 

 

by Terry Tempest Williams 

 

I belong to a Clan of One-Breasted Women. My mother, my grandmothers, and six aunts 

have all had mastectomies. Seven are dead. The two who survive have just completed 

rounds of chemotherapy and radiation. 

 

I've had my own problems: two biopsies for breast cancer and a small tumor removed 

between my ribs diagnosed as "a borderline malignancy." 

 

This is my family history. 

 

Most statistics tell us breast cancer is genetic, hereditary, with rising percentages attached 

to fatty diets, childlessness, or becoming pregnant after 30. What they don't say is living 

in Utah may be the greatest hazard of all. 

 

We are a Mormon family with roots in Utah since 1847. The "word of wisdom" in my 

family aligned us with good foods--no coffee, no tea, tobacco, or alcohol. For the most 

part, our women were finished having their babies by the time they were thirty. And only 

one faced breast cancer prior to 1960. Traditionally, as a group of people, Mormons have 

a low rate of cancer. 

 

Is our family a cultural anomaly? The truth is, we didn't think about it. Those who did, 

usually the men, simply said, "bad genes." The women's attitude was stoic. Cancer was 

part of life. On February 16, 1971, the eve of my mother's surgery, I accidentally picked 

up the telephone and overheard her ask my grandmother what she could expect. 

 

"Diane, it is one of the most spiritual experiences you will ever encounter." 

 

I quietly put down the receiver.  Two days later, my father took my brothers and me to 

the hospital to visit her. She met us in the lobby in a wheelchair. No bandages were 

visible. I'll never forget her radiance, the way she held herself in a purple velvet robe and 

how she gathered us around her. 

 

"Children, I am fine. I want you to know I felt the arms of God around me." 

 

We believed her. My father cried. Our mother, his wife, was thirty-eight years old. 

 

A little over a year after Mother's death, Dad and I were having dinner together. He had 

just returned from St. George, where the Tempest Company was completing the gas lines 

that would service southern Utah. He spoke of his love for the country, the sandstone 

landscape, bare-boned and beautiful. He had just finished hiking the Kolob trail in Zion 

National Park. We got caught up in reminiscing, recalling with fondness our walk up 

Angel's Landing on his fiftieth birthday and the years our family had vacationed there. 
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Over dessert, I shared a recurring dream of mine. I told my father that for years, as long 

as I could remember, I saw this flash of light in the night in the desert — that this image 

had so permeated my being that I could not venture south without seeing it again, on the 

horizon, illuminating buttes and mesas. 

 

"You did see it," he said. 

 

"Saw what?" I asked, a bit tentative. 

 

"The bomb. The cloud. We were driving home from Riverside, California. You were 

sitting on Diane's lap. She was pregnant. In fact, I remember the day, September 7, 1957. 

We had just gotten out of the Service. We were driving north, past Las Vegas. It was an 

hour or so before dawn, when this explosion went off. We not only heard it, but felt it. I 

thought the oil tanker in front of us had blown up. We pulled over and suddenly, rising 

from the desert floor, we saw it clearly, this golden-stemmed cloud, the mushroom. The 

sky seemed to vibrate with an eerie pink glow. Within a few minutes, a light ash was 

raining on the car." 

I stared at my father. 

 

"I thought you knew that," my father said. "It was a common occurrence in the fifties." 

 

It was at that moment I realized the deceit I had been living under. Children growing up 

in the American Southwest, drinking contaminated milk from contaminated cows, even 

from the contaminated breasts of their mothers, my mother — members, years later, of 

the Clan of One-Breasted Women. 

 

It is a well-known story in the Desert West, "The Day We Bombed Utah," or more 

accurately, the years we bombed Utah: above ground atomic testing in Nevada took place 

from January 27, 1951, through July 11, 1962. Not only were the winds blowing north, 

covering "low-use segments of the population" in Utah with fallout and leaving sheep 

dead in their tracks, but the climate was right. The United States of the 1950s was red, 

white, and blue. The Korean War was raging. McCarthyism was rampant. Ike was it, and 

the cold war was hot. If you were against nuclear testing, you were for a communist 

regime. 

 

Much has been written about this "American nuclear tragedy." Public health was 

secondary to national security. The Atomic Energy Commissioner, Thomas Murray, said, 

"Gentlemen, we must not let anything interfere with this series of tests, nothing." 

 

Again and again, the American public was told by its government, in spite of burns, 

blisters, and nausea, "It has been found that the tests may be conducted with adequate 

assurance of safety under conditions prevailing at the bombing reservation." Assuaging 

public fears was simply a matter of public relations. "Your best action," an Atomic 

Energy Commission booklet read, "is not to be worried about fallout." A news release 

typical of the times stated, "We find no basis for concluding that harm to any individual 

has resulted from radioactive fallout." 
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On August 30, 1979, during Jimmy Carter's presidency, a suit was filed, Irene Allen v. 

The United States of America. Mrs. Allen's case was the first on an alphabetical list of 

twenty-four test cases, representative of nearly twelve hundred plaintiffs seeking 

compensation from the United States government for cancers caused by nuclear testing in 

Nevada. 

 

Irene Allen lived in Hurricane, Utah. She was the mother of five children and had been 

widowed twice. Her first husband, with their two oldest boys, had watched the tests from 

the roof of the local high school. He died of leukemia in 1956. Her second husband died 

of pancreatic cancer in 1978. 

 

In a town meeting conducted by Utah Senator Orrin Hatch, shortly before the suit was 

filed, Mrs. Allen said, "I am not blaming the government, I want you to know that, 

Senator Hatch. But I thought if my testimony could help in any way so this wouldn't 

happen again to any of the generations coming up after us… I am happy to be here this 

day to bear testimony of this." 

 

God-fearing people. This is just one story in an anthology of thousands. 

 

On May 10, 1984, Judge Bruce S. Jenkins handed down his opinion. Ten of the plaintiffs 

were awarded damages. It was the first time a federal court had determined that nuclear 

tests had been the cause of cancers. For the remaining fourteen test cases, the proof of 

causation was not sufficient. In spite of the split decision, it was considered a landmark 

ruling. It was not to remain so for long. 

 

In April 1987, the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals overturned Judge Jenkins's ruling on 

the ground that the United States was protected from suit by the legal doctrine of 

sovereign immunity, the centuries-old idea from England in the days of absolute 

monarchs. 

 

In January 1988, the Supreme Court refused to review the Appeals Court decision. To our 

court system, it does not matter whether the United States government was irresponsible, 

whether it lied to its citizens, or even that citizens died from the fallout of nuclear testing. 

What matters is that our government is immune: "The King can do no wrong." 

 

In Mormon culture, authority is respected, obedience is revered, and independent 

thinking is not. I was taught as a young girl not to "make waves" or "rock the boat." 

 

"Just let it go," Mother would say. "You know how you feel, that's what counts." 

 

For many years, I have done just that — listened, observed, and quietly formed my own 

opinions, in a culture that rarely asked questions because it has all the answers. But one 

by one, I have watched the women in my family die common, heroic deaths. We sat in 

waiting rooms hoping for good news, but always receiving the bad. I cared for them, 

bathed their scarred bodies, and kept their secrets. I watched beautiful women become 
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bald as Cytoxan, cisplatin, and Adriamycin were injected into their veins. I held their 

foreheads as they vomited green-black bile, and I shot them with morphine when the pain 

became inhuman. In the end, I witnessed their last peaceful breaths, becoming a midwife 

to the rebirth of their souls. 

 

The price of obedience has become too high. 

 

The fear and inability to question authority that ultimately killed rural communities in 

Utah during atmospheric testing of atomic weapons is the same fear I saw in my mother's 

body. Sheep. Dead sheep. The evidence is buried. 

 

I cannot prove that my mother, Diane Dixon Tempest, or my grandmothers, Lettie 

Romney Dixon and Kathryn Blackett Tempest, along with my aunts, developed cancer 

from nuclear fallout in Utah. But I can't prove they didn't. 

 

My father's memory was correct. The September blast we drove through in 1957 was part 

of Operation Plumbbob, one of the most intensive series of bomb tests to be initiated. The 

flash of light in the night in the desert, which I had always thought was a dream, 

developed into a family nightmare. It took fourteen years, from 1957 to 1971, for cancer 

to manifest in my mother — the same time, Howard L. Andrews, an authority on 

radioactive fallout at the National Institutes of Health, says radiation cancer requires to 

become evident. The more I learn about what it means to be a "downwinder," the more 

questions I drown in. 

 

What I do know, however, is that as a Mormon woman of the fifth generation of Latter-

Day Saints, I must question everything, even if it means losing my faith, even if it means 

becoming a member of a border tribe among my own people. Tolerating blind obedience 

in the name of patriotism or religion ultimately takes our lives. 

 

When the Atomic Energy Commission described the country north of the Nevada Test 

Site as "virtually uninhabited desert terrain," my family members were some of the 

"virtual uninhabitants." 

One night, I dreamed women from all over the world circled a blazing fire in the desert. 

They spoke of change, how they hold the moon in their bellies and wax and wane with its 

phases. They mocked at the presumption of even-tempered beings and made promises 

that they would never fear the witch inside themselves. The women danced wildly as 

sparks broke away from the flames and entered the night sky as stars. 

 

And they sang a song given to them by Shoshone grandmothers: 

Ah ne nah, nah Consider the rabbits 

nin nah nah — How gently they walk on the earth — 

Ah ne nah, nah Consider the rabbits 

nin nah nah — How gently they walk on the earth — 

Nyaga mutzi We remember them 

oh ne nay — We can walk gently also — 
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Nyaga mutzi We remember them 

oh ne nay — We can walk gently also —  

 

The women danced and drummed and sang for weeks, preparing themselves for what was 

to come. They would reclaim the desert for the sake of their children, for the sake of the 

land. 

 

A few miles downwind from the fire circle, bombs were being tested. Rabbits felt the 

tremors. Their soft leather pads on paws and feet recognized the shaking sands, while the 

roots of mesquite and sage were smoldering. Rocks were hot from the inside out and dust 

devils hummed unnaturally. And each time there was another nuclear test, ravens 

watched the desert heave. Stretch marks appeared. The land was losing its muscle. 

 

The women couldn't bear it any longer. They were mothers. They had suffered labor 

pains but always under the promise of birth. The red hot pains beneath the desert 

promised death only, as each bomb became stillborn. A contract had been made and 

broken between human beings and the land. A new contract was being drawn by the 

women, who understood the fate of the earth as their own. 

 

Under the cover of darkness, ten women slipped under a barbed-wire fence and entered 

the contaminated country. They were trespassing. They walked toward the town of 

Mercury, in moonlight, taking their cues from coyote, kit fox, antelope squirrel, and 

quail. They moved quietly and deliberately through the maze of Joshua trees. When a hint 

of daylight appeared they rested, drinking tea and sharing their rations of food. The 

women closed their eyes. The time had come to protest with the heart, that to deny one's 

genealogy with the earth was to commit treason against one's soul. 

 

At dawn, the women draped themselves in mylar, wrapping long streamers of silver 

plastic around their arms to blow in the breeze. They wore clear masks, that became the 

faces of humanity. And when they arrived on the edge of Mercury, they carried all the 

butterflies of a summer day in their wombs. They paused to allow their courage to settle. 

 

The town that forbids pregnant women and children to enter because of radiation risks 

was asleep. The women moved through the streets as winged messengers, twirling around 

each other in slow motion, peeking inside homes and watching the easy sleep of men and 

women. They were astonished by such stillness and periodically would utter a shrill note 

or low cry just to verify life. 

 

The residents finally awoke to these strange apparitions. Some simply stared. Others 

called authorities, and in time, the women were apprehended by wary soldiers dressed in 

desert fatigues. They were taken to a white building on the other edge of Mercury. When 

asked who they were and why they were there, the women replied, "We are mothers and 

we have come to reclaim the desert for our children." 

 

The soldiers arrested them. As the ten women were blindfolded and handcuffed, they 

began singing: 
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You can't forbid us everything 

You can't forbid us to think — 

You can't forbid our tears to flow 

And you can't stop the songs that we sing.  

The women continued to sing louder and louder, until they heard the voices of their 

sisters moving across the mesa: 

Ah ne nah, nah 

nin nah nah — 

Ah ne nah, nah 

nin nah nah — 

Nyaga mutzi 

oh ne nay — 

Nyaga mutzi 

oh ne nay —  

 

 

"Call for reinforcements," one soldier said. 

"We have," interrupted one woman. "We have — and you have no idea of our numbers." 

 

I crossed the line at the Nevada Test Site and was arrested with nine other Utahns for 

trespassing on military lands. They are still conducting nuclear tests in the desert. Ours 

was an act of civil disobedience. But as I walked toward the town of Mercury, it was 

more than a gesture of peace. It was a gesture on behalf of the Clan of One-Breasted 

Women. 

 

As one officer cinched the handcuffs around my wrists, another frisked my body. She 

found a pen and a pad of paper tucked inside my left boot. 

 

"And these?" she asked sternly. 

 

"Weapons," I replied. 

 

Our eyes met. I smiled. She pulled the leg of my trousers back over my boot. 

 

"Step forward, please," she said as she took my arm. 

 

We were booked under an afternoon sun and bused to Tonopah, Nevada. It was a two-

hour ride. This was familiar country. The Joshua trees standing their ground had been 

named by my ancestors, who believed they looked like prophets pointing west to the 

Promised Land. These were the same trees that bloomed each spring, flowers appearing 

like white flames in the Mojave. And I recalled a full moon in May, when my Mother and 

I had walked among them, flushing out mourning doves and owls. 

 

The bus stopped short of town. We were released. The officials thought it was a cruel 

joke to leave us stranded in the desert with no way to get home. What they didn't realize 
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is that we were home, soul-centered and strong, women who recognized the sweet smell 

of sage as fuel for our spirits. 

 

This essay is excerpted from Refuge: An Unnatural History of Family and Place  

 


