Everything Else Falls Away

by Lee Smith
In the Appalachian Mountains, where I grew up, stories come as easy as breathing. Maybe it’s something in the water, or something that seeps out from those storied heights themselves, rough, jagged mountains that held our little town like a jewel in the palm of a giant hand. But I am more inclined to think it has to do with who your people are, and how you first hear language. In my own fortunate case, it was that slow, sweet Southern cadence I will always associate with stories; and all those first stories were told by people who loved me.

My mother, a home-economics teacher from the Eastern Shore of Virginia, could make a story out of thin air, out of anything—a trip to the drugstore, something somebody said to her in church. My father liked to drink a little and recite Kipling out loud. He came from right here, from a large family of storytelling democrats who would sit on the porch and place twentyfive dollar bets on which bird would fly first off a telephone wire. They were all big talkers.

An only child, I heard it all. I was always around the grown-ups, always in the presence of the story.

Every day after school, I walked downtown to my father’s dime store, where I got to take care of the dolls, type on a typewriter, count money, and talk to the salesgirls. Viola, back in piece goods, always hugged me; Betty always asked me if I’d been saved yet; and Mildred, my favorite, who wore bright-red spots of rouge on her cheeks and presided over the candy counter, whispered the craziest things in my ear. I spent hours upstairs in my father’s little office, observing the whole floor through the one-way glass window in my powerful omniscience— Nobody can see me! I witnessed not only shoplifting but fights and embraces as well.

Often I’d go to visit my grandaddy in his office at the courthouse across the street, where I’d get the lowdown on who was in jail, who had shot his brother, who was getting married or in debt or out of a job, or had set his house on fire just to collect the insurance money.

Back at home, my mother held forth

in the kitchen—we always hadcompany—drinking coffee and smoking Salems and discussing the lives of her friends or the lives of the stars, with equal interest. She and I pored over the National Enquirer together. My father read newspapers, magazines, and sometimes history. Although neither of them read novels, they received the Reader’s Digest Condensed Books, which I devoured, and they also encouraged me to go to our fledgling library.

This soon got out of hand. I became a voracious and then an obsessive reader; recurrent bouts of pneumonia and tonsillitis gave me plenty of time to indulge my passion. After I was pronounced “sickly,” I got to stay home a lot, slathered with a vile salve named Mentholatum, spirit lamp hissing in the corner of my room. I’d read all day and sometimes all night long, under the covers with a flashlight.

But I did not read casually, or for mere entertainment, or for information. What I wanted was to feel all wild and trembly inside, an effect first produced by The Secret Garden, which I read maybe twenty times. The only boy I ever loved more than Colin, of The Secret Garden, was Johnny Tremaine, in Esther Forbes’s book of that title. Other novels that affected me strongly were Little Women, especially the part where Beth dies, and Gone with the Wind, especially the scene where

Melanie dies. I often imagined I was dying myself, and planned many funerals. I also loved Marjorie Morningstar, A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, Heidi, and books like Dear and Glorious Physician, The Shoes of the Fisherman, and Christy.

