Review: Songs of Life and Grace
We're big enough to tell the truth about ourselves

By JO ANN KISER

Linda Scott DeRosier — or Linda Sue Preston as I knew her in the sev​enth and eight grades at the Meade Memorial School, not far from Paintsville — has followed up her loving and honest memoir, Creeker: A Woman's Journey, with a more ambitious attempt to tell the world what eastern Kentucky is all about in Songs of Life and Grace (published by the University Press of Kentucky), a memoir about her par​ents, but also about their families and their neighbors.
Life Preston and Grace Mollette meet in the 1930s. Grace, the young teacher who yearns for the kind of freedom and excitement that was denied to "nice" women at that time, chooses instead to marry Life, a fine carpenter and lover of cars, who has a strong attachment to his family and to Johnson County, where they both live. From the start, their daughter Linda does her parents the honor of considering them as human beings, not as sentimental caricatures. The tone of the book in this regard is set at the beginning in such details as Grace's early tendency to party, to her mother's distress, and Life's ten​dency to favor cars over going to school.
Grace wears a pretty wool dress at her wedding even though it is warm September weather. She "later admitted — and even laughed about — having to hold her arms away from her body during the ceremony to keep from getting sweat stains under the arms of the dress she wore as her 'best' for the next two de​cades." What we're dealing with here, DeRosier serves notice, is real life people — not idealized ones and certainly not negative stereotypes of the "Appalachian." Look, she says in effect, I think my parents were pretty wonderful but they were imperfect like the rest of us. On the whole, east Kentuckians tend to be warmhearted, hardworking, creative people, she implies; we're big enough and real enough to tell the truth about our​selves and come out ahead. But don't get Linda Sue mad with tales of feuds and marrying kin. She's plainly had it up to here with the distortions about rural Appalachian family life that are abroad in the world.
In our neck of the woods, where there's one of us there's her family and their families, and where there are families there are memories that weave in and out of our days, telling us who we are. With the help of her own friends and relations, DeRosier digs as far as she can into the family lives of both the Preston and Mollette clans. That part of the story takes us back at least as far as 1803, when a James Ward (Life's mother was a Ward) had a land warrant for 100 acres on Greasy Creek. Grace's father's family also settled on Greasy Creek, coming there from Virginia through Pound Gap
Family is tied to place and to com​munity, so that when we hear about, say, going to a (funeral, we hear about the place as well. To a great many of us such passages as this one about a family funeral will be utterly famil​iar:
"We'd walk across the road from our house, take the path up the bank, and then step up on the wooden walk past the well box, to the back porch. There'd be kids playing in the yard and assorted neighbors and family members sitting in the wooden rock​ers and cane-bottomed chairs, and some on the edge of the porch itself. We'd hug all around, because some were sure to be in from Ohio or Michigan. We never, ever kissed any​body — not even the air around any​body, but we were big huggers."
The book is full of this kind of detail about the past as well as the present: about what the uncles did in World War II and what kind of let​ters they wrote home, about what it was like to live in a West Virginia coal camp around that time (Grace loved it, but Linda Sue seems to have had a hankering lo go stay with her grandmother in Kentucky), about di​viding up the land among the chil​dren (until one day the land ran out and we took to coal mining), about the transition from outdoor toilets to indoor plumbing, about the gristmills and swinging bridges, about Christ​mas and hard work and more hard work (to nourish their family, Life and Grace both put in long days and their parents put in longer ones), about working the land, even if you only had a small patch ("Terrain shapes history, too, don't think it doesn't"), about the change in com​munities brought about by the com​ing of new roads. I could go on and on. DeRosier weaves the tapestry of our lives in telling about her own family.
I was particularly struck by the importance of houses, because they are so important, too, in the novels of Silas House. Life actually builds houses, including the two in which Linda Sue did her growing up (the first one, which his father helped him build, burned down in 1955, and, with the help of neighbors, he built a second one). Another house, built by her Ward ancestors, appears here and there in the book like a bright talis​man with its (now gone) red tin sid​ing. Built by one set of her great-grandparents, it is a place, among others, that Linda Sue touches base with from time to time and comes away strengthened. In Songs of Life and Grace, houses are cherished and they get described. (How many of us remember when we didn't have a liv​ing room, but a "front room," which usually served as a bedroom?)
Most memorable, though, are the book's portraits of people. In keep​ing with a Kentucky story, there are many of them weaving in and out of the Prestons' lives. Not all of them were family or even neighbors. DeRosier tells, for example, about meeting up with a man who had ad​mired her mother. He came up to her at a Knoxville historical society meeting where Linda was the speaker, in her capacity as the first director of Appalachian Studies at East Tennessee State University. We get not onlv an interesting take on Grace but a look at the gentleman himself, who had been an orphan and helped get himself into medical school by selling encyclopedias throughout eastern Kentucky
Among the kinfolk are Life's fa​ther, Pop Pop, who never bought any​thing on credit and who peeled his apples in a single peel; Aunt Millie and Aunt Winnie, who made it a prac​tice to go to every funeral of every relation and friend and of their rela​tions and friends; Grace's mother, Emmy, who managed lo raise her family and "work the place" during her husband's long illness and after his death, and many, many more, in​cluding Uncle Keenis, who sat on his front porch and watched the world and told his stories about that world to anyone who cared to listen (and many did, including Linda Sue). DeRosier gives them all life for us. Consider, for example, Grandma Emmy who as a young girl had been "tall, straight backed and rail-thin," who tried not to have too many ba​bies, and who raised her grandson in addition to her own children. Read​ing about her we learn how women used to speak in whispers about birth control and how they tried to achieve it. We learn, of course, about her house and, in the Kentucky way, about its exact location: "just past the blind curve heading up Greasy Creek ... right at the Three Forks of Greasy Creek — nearly 200 yards above where Left Fork went past Mandy Walters's store and Little Friendship Baptist Church, and about one hun​dred yards shy of w here Middle Fork and Right Fork separated in front of the schoolhouse bottom."
If you have ever read Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, you probably re​member that same exactness, the magical exactness of place. It is, in this instance, a combination of prac​ticality and the fixing in memory of a world that is always in danger of being lost — by the mudslide, by foreclosure, by the financial need to go live somewhere else, by the changes wrought in contact with the mainstream, and. in DcRosier's life, by the choice to go live somewhere else.
Not least among the accomplish​ments of the people Linda Scott DeRosier loves are their humor and laughter, two qualities to be found also in this book about them. She may be putting it a bit too strong when she comments that "it's hard to find a smile in the entire recorded history of rural- Appalachian people," but we get her point.
As the book nears its end, there is fittingly a family reunion and a visit to the cemetery on "Decoration Day." The author pays tribute, not only to her dead parents but to "all the old ones" who "passed down to my gen​eration a culture as rich as sweet po​tato pie and as colorful as a crazy quilt.
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