
   

 

On reading 
 

  

A warm spring day—April school vacation, bright 

sunshine and not yet enough leaves on the trees to supply 

much shade—and my mother is taking all four of us for a 

long walk. My brother and baby sister are riding in the stroller 

while my younger sister Mary Anne and I tag along. My 

mother is taking us to Toytown, a narrow strip of a shop with 

shelves of cars, trucks, dolls, and stuffed animals stretching all 

the way to the ceiling.  My parents must have received their 

income tax refund and, in typical fashion, my mother is 

lavishing some of it on treats for us.  
 While she picks out toys for the babies, Mom tells 

me to help Mary Anne find a toy. I immediately let my four-



 

Christine Allen  

	  
On reading 

	  
	   	  

2   

year-old sister wander away while I concentrate on my own 

selection. A Barbie outfit seems like a natural choice; I could 

never have too many. But on my way to the Barbie aisle, I’m 

sidetracked by a shelf filled with books: the yellow and green 

spines of the Nancy Drew and Cherry Ames series, the Bobbsey 

Twins (both the classics and the mysteries), Heidi, Louisa May 

Alcott, anthologies like American Heroines (Dorothea Dix, Ida 

Lewis) and To Dance, To Dream (Isabella Duncan, Maria 

Tallchief). 

 What did I choose? Little Women, with Marmee and 

the girls on the cover? (I read it so many times that the cover 

eventually fell off.) Or my first Nancy Drew, No. 25: The 

Ghost of Blackwood Hall, with Nancy, Bess, and George peering 

into the doorway of the decrepit old house?  

 I don’t recall anything else about that day—what 

my siblings bought or what must have been a long walk home. 

I do remember the joy of having this power: to buy a book of 

my own.  

* * * * * 
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 “Picture a conveyor belt, a huge conveyor belt, and 

at the end of it a massive furnace. And on the conveyor belt 

are books. Every copy in the world of every book you’ve ever 

loved.”  

 So imagines famous author Vida Winter in Diane 

Setterfield’s The Thirteenth Tale, while asking her biographer 

whether she would kill to prevent the complete elimination of 

books such as Jane Eyre, Middlemarch and The Woman in White. 

It’s a tough call for the gentle biographer. Ultimately, she tells 

the author no, while admitting to the reader that it’s a lie—

she would indeed pull the trigger to prevent the destruction 

of her most beloved books. 

 Winter knows just what books to dangle in that 

hypothetical situation, because she recognizes the 

biographer’s devotion to the engrossing—some would say 

verbose, archaic—novels of the nineteenth century. I felt a 

jolt when I read those particular titles, because they’re some 

of my favorites, too. 
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 Jane Eyre. I can feel the little volume in my hand, 

smaller than a standard paperback, with a faded cover in 

streaky blue, purple, and green stripes, a little line drawing of 

Charlotte Bronte off to one side. The pages felt like velvet 

when I fanned them through my fingers. It was among a 

stack of books my college-bound cousin had given me, cast-

offs from her high school English classes. I tried to read it for 

the first time the summer after sixth grade—perhaps with the 

idea of improving myself for junior high school—stumbling 

through the long descriptions of the moors and the 

philosophical passages, racing to get to the next plot twist. 

The story was like a big wave crashing over me—so thrilling, 

romantic, and dramatic that it left me a little breathless. 

 If there’s a form of imprinting that happens when 

you read your first grown-up novel, then Jane Eyre imprinted 

me. Not only Jane and Rochester in the garden, he 

distractedly smoking his cigar and she passionately declaring 

her love for him. Not only the mad wife in the attic and the 

fire that destroys Thornfield Hall. The story, yes, with all its 
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romance and drama, but also the power of its characters, 

language, and ideas. 

 I bonded with my high school best friend, Barbara, 

over Jane Eyre: shocked that she’d never read it, I gave her my 

copy, annotated to help her skip some dry patches that didn’t 

affect the plot. Since then, some of my best friendships—and 

my friendliest conversations—have started with “tell me what 

you’re reading.” 

 Jane Eyre was my wake-up call to the potential 

intensity of books. I just might kill to keep the last copy of 

Jane Eyre in the world. 

* * * * * 

 I’m surprised I like to read at all. 

 In first grade, the main reading activity—aside 

from reading aloud in reading groups—was the copying of 

sentences from the blackboard using little cardbard letters, 

each about a half-inch square. I’d get out my cardboard box 

of letters and try to duplicate those sentences on my desk, 

being careful about capital letters and punctuation marks. The 
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rows needed to be straight and neat, with all the letters lined 

up perfectly. 

 My inventory of letters was always deficient: I 

never seemed to have enough of the ones I needed, and 

certainly not the right capitals or periods, commas and 

exclamation points. At the beginning of the school year, I’d 

cut out my letters from the pre-printed sheets of thin 

cardboard, but whether my scissors were wobbly or my 

cutting skills imperfect, I had managed to mangle quite a few 

of the letters, so that some were unreadable and others had 

no straight lines. I lost some—on the floor, where the janitor 

would sweep them away at the end of the day; or in my desk, 

which was a jumble of all the papers and notebooks I’d shove 

in there so as not to be late for recess or the end of school. 

There was no question of getting more from Mrs. Harding. 

 I’d toil away, trying to find letters that matched and 

selecting what I thought were creative substitutes when I ran 

out of matches. Every day, Mrs. Harding would glide over on 

her stealth beige schoolteacher shoes, and I’d have to look up 
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into her bulging blue eyes, awaiting judgment. Some days, I’d 

pass muster, but on many others, I failed. She’d interrogate 

me about the missing letters and criticize my sloppiness; if 

she was in a particularly wicked mood, she’d overturn my 

desk so I could search for more letters amidst my spelling 

blue-book and cellophane wrappers from Peanut Butter Nabs. 

* * * * * 

 I wish I could remember when I first started to 

read, that glorious day when a series of black marks on a page 

made sense to me. But it’s a much more gradual process, isn’t 

it? First a letter, then a word—a sentence, then a paragraph. 

Before you know it, there’s a forest of books in your past. 

 I do remember learning to read one specific word. 

My reading group was clustered around Mrs. Lynch, and we 

were taking turns reading aloud from whatever book the 

Ginn Publishing Company inflicted on second-graders. 

Reading circle was both narcotic (my eyes drooping while the 

other kids stumbled senselessly through a series of sentences) 

and petrifying (dreading my own turn to blunder under Mrs. 
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Lynch’s birdy eyes, magnified by her black plastic bifocals). 

Scanning the page, trying to anticipate where in the story my 

turn might begin, I noticed an unfamiliar word: n-o-w-h-e-r-e. 

Now here? Was that a word? No sooner had this panicked 

thought flashed in my mind, than the current reader, a sweet, 

smart boy named Stephen Petri, arrived at the same place. 

And read aloud, “Now here.” 

 Mrs. Lynch stopped him. “Read that word again.” 

 “Now here.” 

 “Is that a word, Stephen? Does it make sense in 

that sentence?” 

 “I-I don’t know.” 

 “Try to sound out that word another way.” 

 He couldn’t. All he could see was now here. All I 

could see was now here. A current of fear sparked from kid 

to kid. All anyone could see, apparently, was now here. Then 

snotty-nosed Tommy Holmes, boy genius, tried it another 

way, “No where?” 
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 Thank goodness. Without him, we might be sitting 

in that reading circle still. 

 Like first grade, second grade didn’t yield many 

fond reading experiences. One aberration, a glimmering 

memory: every Friday afternoon—if we were good—Mrs. 

Lynch would read to us from The Pink Motel. I don’t recall 

much of the plot—some children lived in a motel near a 

beach—I may have forgotten it from week to week, a long 

stretch of time for a seven-year old. Those Friday afternoons 

were exquisitely peaceful, dreamlike, as if the motel’s pink 

glow shone through the high north windows onto our desks. 

For those twenty minutes, Mrs. Lynch ceased being one of 

the witches of Westall Elementary School and turned into a 

fairy godmother with a wand and a wish. 

* * * * * 

 Out at the farthest border of my memory, a gray 

kitten in a blue painter’s hat is carrying a red bucket of paint. 

My earliest book.  
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 But no vast bookshelf of board books, Golden 

Books, or illustrated nursery tales graced my early childhood. 

I missed the boom in illustrated children’s books by a few 

years, and in any case, my parents were more frantic about 

stretching a paycheck than about encouraging my early 

literacy. I spent many quiet hours puzzling over the 

illustrations in a set of unusual encyclopedias that sat on the 

bottom shelf of a cupboard. It never occurred to me to ask 

anyone about them, and no one thought to explain them to 

me. Among the mysterious images, I realize now, were 

Tenniel’s drawings for Through the Looking Glass, paintings by 

Kandinsky, and a bizarre series of plants drawn to look like 

animals (these bewilder me still).  

 I never knew how these volumes came to be in my 

parents’ apartment. Perhaps it was an early example of their 

encyclopedia madness. By the time I left for college, we had 

three more sets of encyclopedias, none of them complete. 

The A&P would offer free or cheap volumes, encouraging 

my parents to collect A-Ba, Be-Cz and so on in the interest of 
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their children’s educations. Right around S-Ta, the promotion 

would end; my parents would have had to pay full price for 

the remaining volumes, and so acquisition ceased. When 

teachers announced a report to be done at home, I was 

always one of the first students to volunteer for an 

assignment, so I could choose from topics at the beginning of 

the alphabet; my younger siblings learned, from painful 

experience, to do the same. 

 My mother and father had good intentions in 

encouraging learning—as long as the means to do so was 

reasonable and readily at hand. For a while, they joined a 

book-of-the-month club for my younger brother and sisters, 

and I was the designated reader. Our favorites were Harry the 

Dirty Dog (which became such a classic that I was able to find 

it for my own daughters) and The Boy Who Ate Flowers (which, 

sadly—perhaps due to accidental poisonings and decimated 

gardens—did not achieve similar immortality).  

 The best book of all was an enormous volume of 

children’s classics—the book club’s introductory offer. I sat 
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on the “big chair”—our rocker-recliner, a hand-me-down 

from a better-off relative—balancing two or three little kids 

and the book, five inches thick with nursery stories, fairy tales, 

fables, songs, and poems. There were reproductions of classic 

illustrations on every page; I lingered over Walter Crane’s 

vivid drawings for Beauty and the Beast. In my memory, the 

book is always missing the front cover and opens at a page 

halfway through a poem about green gnomes.  

* * *  

 One of my daughters is a reader and one is not. My 

older daughter is just as book-obsessed as I: birthdays and 

Christmases mean stacks of books. I tried my hardest to keep 

the reading spark alive for my younger daughter—she who 

astounded us by reading on her own at three. I’ve hunted for 

books in the sub-genres she fancied, from talking animal 

characters to quirky girl detectives (no Nancy Drew for her). I 

continued to read aloud to her—The Wind in the Willows, The 

Wizard of Oz—when her own interest flagged.  
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I believe that some of her young adult angst is 

from not having lived through enough stories, not having 

seen through the eyes of enough tortured, troubled fictional 

characters whose experiences could inform her own. I wish 

she could take books as if they were pills to comfort her soul. 

* * * * * 

 A book-loving woman should marry a book-loving 

man, I’ve often cautioned my older daughter.  

 My husband and I got to know each as student 

tutors at our school’s writing center and while attending 

poetry readings by Adrienne Rich and Lawrence Ferlinghetti. 

We used lines from a favorite e. e. cummings poem as our 

wedding vows: “i carry your heart with me (i carry it in/ my 

heart) i am never without it.” Some of our best dates have 

been in bookstores, where we go our separate way and meet 

later with “here’s a book I thought you might like.”  

 Once, when I was on maternity leave with my 

younger daughter, I managed to get both girls down for a nap 

at the same time, in the late afternoon. The house was a mess. 
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Dishes were in the sink. I hadn’t started supper. I picked up 

my current book for just a few minutes. The story was good, 

the girls kept sleeping, and I kept reading. 

 I heard a noise at the door and realized my 

husband was home. I looked up from my book, a little 

ashamed. “Honey, I just had to finish this.” 

 He laughed. He understood. We started making 

dinner together.  

* * * 

 What would become of me if I couldn’t read? I 

tremble at the fate of Cynthia, a librarian and former 

colleague, who, looking forward to a retirement filled with 

books, lost her eyesight to macular degeneration. 

 One of the saddest things I ever heard was when 

an old friend—a fellow English major—told me she’d given 

up reading: she just didn’t have the energy after a busy day at 

work. She was my classmate in Russian literature; we called 

each other Golyadkin for years in tribute to our perverse 

hilarity over Dostoyevsky’s The Double. She may as well have 



 	  
On reading 

	  
	   	  

15 Christine Allen  
 

renounced our shared religion. She was no longer one of the 

faithful; could we ever be friends in quite the same way?  

 Reading is not a hobby, like sewing or 

scrapbooking, but part of who I am, part of how I think and 

act.  

 I read quickly, to get to the end of the story. I read 

slowly, to let an author’s way with words wash over me. I 

read out of boredom—a cereal box, a year-old magazine. I 

read for distraction—to be somewhere else. I read for 

knowledge, with curiosity, out of habit. I read fearfully, for 

what might happen. I read with joy, irritation, disgust, 

enlightenment. Sometimes, a scene or a description is so 

intense that it becomes a part of my own memory, as if I’ve 

lived lives other than my own: a plowed field on the Plains, a 

rainy night on the moors. And the inverse—that shiver of 

recognition: how could a stranger have recorded on paper 

what’s hidden in my own soul? 

 We readers recognize each other, I think, like 

compatriots living among aliens. My brother and one of my 
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sisters read a lot now; we chat about what we’re reading and 

recommend books to each other. It’s a comfort to me, as if 

they’re somehow on the safe shore because they read. 

 A few months ago, I tried to reminisce with my 

sister—seven years younger than me—about our father at 

Christmastime. I remembered a man who read us the daily 

episode of the Christmastime serial in the Herald News. She 

looked at me blankly.  

 “Are you kidding? He may have read those stories 

to you, but you read them to me. You read to me all the time. 

You were pretty much the only one who ever did.”  

* * * * * 

 My mom never had much time to read, certainly, 

and it was probably just as well that she didn’t have much 

inclination, either. She had a lot to do with four kids, the last 

three born within three years of each other. 

 My dad loved to read. The daily Fall River Herald, 

the Sunday New York News (I would covertly read the lurid 

true-crime center section when he was done), TV Guide, and 
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any magazines and books he could put his hands on. I don’t 

ever remember his buying a new book—there wouldn’t have 

been money for that. When he finally retired, the public 

library became one of his regular stops, but earlier, it must 

have been difficult for him to find reading materials. One 

source was the Quakers’ annual book sale. 

 I remember the first time I was allowed to 

accompany my father and my Uncle Jack to the sale. As the 

oldest, I occasionally earned such privileges. They bridged the 

gap between me and Jack, who, ten years older, lived with us 

as a sort of adopted son after both his mother and father—

my mother’s parents—died.  

 We got to the book sale before the eleven o’clock 

opening, so crowds were lined up at the ropes stretched 

around the perimeter of the tent. Men and women jockeyed 

for position near their favorite titles, planning strategies, 

craning their necks to read the spines of the thousands of 

used books on display. Main Road was lined with cars on 

book sale day, always the Saturday after the Fourth of July. 
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  My father and Jack were aiming for the stacks of 

older National Geographics bound together by year with string. 

Aside from their reading value, they had some collectors’ 

value, and I knew it was important to grab a few bundles. 

Time was called, the ropes went down, and people started 

scooping books into bags and boxes. After my father had 

gotten a small share of the National Geographic plunder, which 

was gone in moments, he headed toward the quieter tables of 

paperback books and started filling a bag with detective 

stories, mysteries, and books about World War II.  

 “Go find some books for yourself.” 

  Not once did he, or anyone else in my family, ever 

check any of my books for appropriateness—so I bought 

whatever appealed to me, whether it was trash or a classic. 

Rebecca and My Cousin Rachel, Victoria Holt’s romance The 

Mistress of Mellyn, and then a long string of forgettable novels 

with similar themes. A leather-bound book of English history 

that sparked a lifelong love for all things British. War and Peace 

(a struggle). Marjorie Morningstar. A Tale of Two Cities. Dracula 
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and Whatever Happened to Baby Jane? The Keeper of the Bees by 

Gene Stratton Porter. My first George Eliot, Romola, which 

confounded me.  

 I’ve returned to the book sale year after year—

many more with my father, then with Jack and his family, 

with friends, the man I was to marry, my own little girls, my 

older daughter and her future husband. The prices have 

increased, as has the awareness of rare book values, but the 

sale remains the same: a crowd of people under a tent on a 

hot summer’s day, sifting through books, searching for that 

one special volume or amassing a tall stack for summertime 

reading. 

* * * * * 

 My mother resented my father’s reading.   

 He left around five-thirty every morning to catch 

his carpool to the Newport Naval Base where he was a 

munitions laborer. During family time—in the evenings and 

on weekends—he read what my mother must have 

considered acceptable fare: newspapers and the occasional 
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Life magazine. But when everyone else was in bed, my father 

turned into a zombie, snatching hours from his sleep to read 

his paperbacks—true crime, war novels. He’d be up well past 

midnight, sitting at the dining room table in a shaft of light 

from a reading lamp, a thin swirl of smoke rising from his 

cigarette resting in an ashtray. 

 I think my mother knew that when my father was 

reading, he was gone—far from kids, wife, work, and the 

stress of always being just one or two paychecks ahead of 

poverty. I think she understood that he was able to achieve a 

freedom and release that she never could, and this angered 

and frightened her. 

 So when I fell in love with reading, she resented it 

in me, too. She didn’t stop me, but I knew it drove her nuts 

that she could be in the same room, right next to me, telling 

me to do a chore, and I would not hear her. After several 

rounds of shrieks, I’d look up, dazed: “Oh! Are you talking to 

me?” 
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 And it drove her nuts that I’d take a book with me 

to dust the stairs, and when I hauled the laundry down the 

hill to the laundromat. I’m sure she thought I was feeding 

extra dimes into the dryer, so I could keep reading all day in 

peace on the laundromat’s hard, blue vinyl bench.  

 How many times I saw that look of irritation on 

her face in her final years, when, waking in a hospital or 

nursing home bed, she turned to find me engrossed in a book. 

She did not want me to be anywhere but with her, sharing in 

her suffering, vigilant to her needs.  

On what turned out to be her last day on earth, I 

had a book with me. I wish I could say I chose something 

uplifting, but it was a thriller involving people with 

hemophilia. I glanced down at it from time to time when she 

dozed off—not because I didn’t care deeply about my mother 

and her terrible pain, but because I needed some distraction, 

some bit of comfort, as I sat comforting her, holding her 

hand, smoothing back her hair, coaxing her to take her pain 
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meds. As my mother slipped away from me, I held on to 

something else that I loved. 

   

 

  


