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How fitting that the title Songs of Life and Grace is reminiscent of an old country hymnal. Not only does one come away feeling better for having experienced it, but Linda Scott DeRosier's words literally sing from every page.

In her latest effort, the celebrated author of Creeker: A Woman's Journey, has painted an unbelievably vivid word portrait of her parents,-Lifie Jay Preston and Grace Mollette, a picture so deep and personal that even those who never knew them will not only share the love and warmth of their Appalachian lives but also the pain and disappointment that often accompanied it.

DeRosier, through family letters and lore, interviews, and of course, her own personal memories, coupled with a seemingly insatiable hunger to learn the truth, has come to an understanding of her parents, and more importantly, the families that shaped them.

Her willingness to share what her research uncovered, warts and all, is our good fortune. It's also to our advantage when we come to the realization that, aside from their uniqueness and of course, their names (only she could have had an Uncle Big-Eye, so called to distinguish him from other John Mollettes who lived in the area at the time and called themselves Little-Eye, Good-Eye and Cutfly), DeRosier actually has been delving into the ancestry of all Appalachian families.

The ways of her family were pretty much the ways of us all, as she draws unforgettable sketches of, among others, her formidable Grandma Emmy; Uncle Burns, an infamous ladies' man; helpless and simple Aunt Jo; and gentle Pop Pop, who could peel an apple in one long, unbroken spiral.

"My family's story is bound and tethered to a bunched-up mountain range in Eastern Kentucky," she writes. "Conventional wisdom is that they've already dug out, chopped down and hauled off just about everything any outsider ever found valuable in those hills. Still and all, we hill-country folk keep on cherishing those hollows and hillsides where we came into knowing."

More specifically, when DeRosier was young Linda Sue Preston, her "hills and hollows" alternated between Johnson County's Two-Mile Creek in Williamsport, about half a dozen miles east of Paintsville on Ky. 40, and the Hemphill Coal Camp in West Virginia, where her father worked as a carpenter at the mine.

Yet this book's strongest point is not the stories of her youth, as the family shuffled via bus and train between the two sites; it's not of her present life as a college professor in Billings, Mont., or the story of the lasting relationship between her and childhood friend Gwen Holbrook. It's not even her brutally honest look at life in Appalachia, both then and now.

Instead, it's the uncanny ability of a truly gifted writer to tell a simple, old-fashioned love story while paying the most sincere tribute possible to the "unbreakable bonds of family."

"Just as Life's and Grace's history did not begin on their dates of birth, neither did it end when the breath went out of them," DeRosier writes. "Indeed, the history of this family is extended every Christmas and Decoration Day -- and all the times in between -- when Sister and I and our children trek to the top of the ridge in Bob's Branch to pay our respects.

"The next generation's graveyard trips indicate to me that this family not only knows where we came from, we know where we're going to end up -- right there next to Life and Grace."

After Creeker, DeRosier was hailed as a vital and exciting new voice of the American South. Songs of Life and Grace carves that notion into marble.
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