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Dedication

 


To the late Lillian Hudson
Monroe. She was the inspiration for this book. As a member of the
armed forces during the Korean Conflict, she graciously shared her
story with me.


Prologue

Northwestern Wisconsin December 1951

 


Luella Johnson prepared to head for home from
her job in the typing pool at the local paper mill. Being Friday,
she knew her father would be there to take her paycheck as soon as
she walked in the door. It was the same every week. She’d known
what would happen when she first started work. Her father had taken
all her brother’s pay until Charles wised up and moved out of the
house. For that reason and that reason only, she made it a point to
stop at the bank as soon as she left work and cash her check,
putting about twenty percent of it in a saving account.

By the time she got home her father would
complain about how little that damn job was paying his daughter and
take everything but a couple of dollars. He’d put it in his pocket
so he could finance his drinking bouts at the local tavern.

As she came out of the bank, she noticed the
vacant building across the street now had a new tenant. The sign in
the window read RECRUITING OFFICE. Allowing her curiosity to get
the better of her, she crossed the street and entered the
office.

“Are you interested in the military?” a young
officer asked as soon as she entered the store front office.

“I don’t know, do they take women?”

The smile on the young man’s face put her
immediately at ease. “During the last war they started bringing in
women. Not for combat of course, but they do play an important
part. What branch of the service are you interested in?”

Luella scanned the posters lining the walls.
Directly in front of her was a picture of a young woman dressed in
a smart uniform. The caption under the picture read, THE AIR FORCE
WANTS YOU TO BECOME ONE OF THE WAFS. Other posters advertised for
the Army as well as the Air Force but the uniforms for the women
couldn’t begin to compare to the one worn by the woman on the Air
Force recruiting poster.

“Ah…do you have information on the Air
Force?” she asked, hardly realizing she’d posed the question.

“That’s a great choice. There are a lot of
opportunities for a gal like you in the Air Force.” He winked slyly
as he handed her the brochure. “If you’d like we could go out and
get something to eat tonight. I could answer any questions you
might have.”

“I-I don’t know. I’m expected at home. Maybe
another time. I work at the paper mill, in the typing pool
and…”

“Did you say typing pool? Do you also know
shorthand?”

His question shocked her. “Of course, I know
shorthand. I was the best in my class at high school. I now take
dictation from the president of the company.”

“I know you’d be an asset in the Air Force.
Now I really do want to talk to you some more. I know you said you
must get home, but would you be available to meet me at, let’s say
seven, at the café?”

Luella could feel a blush creeping up her
neck. She’d never been out on a date before, but that was because
her father wouldn’t allow it. Now that she was twenty-one years old
and working for a living, she saw no problem with meeting the
recruiter for dinner.

“I think I can, but I’m not accustomed to
meeting young men when I don’t know their names.”

The recruiter broke into a wide smile. “That
could go both ways. My name is Adam Welter and you are?”

She held out her hand. “I’m Luella Johnson,
but my friends call me Lu.”

Adam wrinkled his nose. “I think Lu sounds
too masculine for a beautiful little thing like you. Do you mind if
I call you Ella?”

She allowed the new nickname to resonate in
her mind for only a moment. “I’d like that, Sargent Welter. I think
seven would be perfect. I’ll meet you at the café at seven.”

“Seven it is, but only if you call me Adam.
I’ll meet you there. In the meantime, I’ll see if I have any more
information on the WAFS.”

Luella started to leave and then turned to
wave good-bye. Walking home, all she could think about was her
upcoming date with the handsome Adam Welter.

“You’re late,” her father accused as soon as
she walked in the door.

“There was a long line at the bank,” she
lied.

“I doubt that. What do you have for me,
girl?”

Keeping the usual few dollars for herself,
she gave him the remainder of money from her purse.

“I keep telling you those people down at the
mill don’t pay you anywhere near enough for all the work you do for
them. Why don’t you ask for a raise?”

“It’s just not done, Pa. I tell you the same
thing every week.”

He reached for her but she was quicker,
making her way up the stairs to her room and out of his reach.

Her younger sister, Mary, was in their room
working on her homework. “You look like…I don’t know what you look
like, but you don’t look like yourself.”

“Oh Mary, you can’t tell a soul, but I have a
date with a man tonight.”

“A date? Where? Who?”

“This is the secret part. There’s a
recruiting office in town. They just opened and I went in there
tonight just to see what they were offering. Well, I asked about
the Air Force and the recruiter asked me to go out to supper with
him at the café tonight.”

“You aren’t thinking about joining up, are
you?”

“Maybe. There certainly isn’t anything for me
in this town and even if there was Pa would take every cent I made.
As it is, I only get to keep what I put away in the bank and the
little bit I keep for myself. The rest goes to him to spend in the
tavern.”

She looked through her closet until she found
the perfect outfit to wear for her night out with Adam. After
changing her clothes, she waited until she heard her father leave
the house. Her mother wouldn’t be home from her cleaning job for
another half hour and Mary would look after the younger kids. Even
though she knew she should stay with Mary and share the load, she
hurried down the stairs and left in the opposite direction from the
one her father took.

“I wondered if you’d come,” Adam said as soon
as he saw her coming down the street.

“I said I would, didn’t I?”

“You were a bit hesitant and I can’t say that
I blame you. Being new in town I don’t know anyone and I certainly
wasn’t looking forward to eating supper alone. I don’t think
there’s much interest in joining the military now that the war is
over. I was getting lonely until you walked in this afternoon.”

Standing on the main street of town she
suddenly knew it wouldn’t be long before one of her father’s
friends came along and saw her with this strange man.

“Would you mind if we went somewhere else for
supper? I mean, I’ve heard there’s a supper club outside of town
and…”

“Are you worried someone might see us?”

Feeling embarrassed, she nodded in agreement.
“If it got back to my pa about my being out to supper with you,
there would be hell to pay.”

Adam nodded and took her arm, leading her to
a late model sedan parked about half a block away.

“Are you afraid of your father?” he asked as
soon as they pulled out onto the street.

“A little, I guess. He’s strict and he
doesn’t like me to go out at night. It was the same with my older
brother. It was one of the reasons Charles moved out.”

“One of the reasons? Are you saying there
were more?”

“Pa is a mean drunk and as soon as I get home
on Friday night, he insists I give him most of my paycheck. I saw
him do the same thing to my brother, so I put part of my money away
in the bank and keep a couple of dollars for myself. That way he
gets money to go to the tavern and I still have a little something
for me.”

“It’s no wonder you want to sign up. If I was
in a situation like that, I’d want to get out of it no matter what
it took.”

The supper club was packed. While they waited
for their name to be called, they went into the bar. While Adam
ordered a beer, she asked for a soda. They talked about the program
for women in the Air Force until their name was finally called and
they were taken to a table.

“What do you think we should have?” he asked
once they were seated.

Luella looked around at the other diners.
“Since tonight is Friday, I hear they have a good fish fry.”

“If this is your preference, Miss Ella
Johnson, fish it is.”

The waitress took their order and quickly
returned with a large bowl of coleslaw. Hardly knowing how to act
while out with a young man, she waited until he took the bowl and
dished a helping onto the small plate at her place.

Ella half expected the salad would taste like
the one her mother made. She was pleasantly surprised when it was
much creamier than anything her mother ever prepared.

Even though he’d promised to tell her more
about the Air Force while they ate, the table talk revolved around
what her life was like and what her office skills consisted of.

It didn’t take long for the waitress to
return with a platter of fish and French fries to go along with the
coleslaw, as well as a small bowl of something the waitress called
tartar sauce.

Again, Ella waited for Adam to make the first
move. He smiled as he put a piece of fish on her plate, along with
a helping of French fries. Taking the tartar sauce, he placed a
dollop of it on top of the fish.

“Have you ever been to a fish fry, Ella?”

She shook her head no. “The only time I ever
go out to eat is when I have lunch at work, but usually I just pack
a sandwich from home.”

“You’re in for a marvelous experience when
you join the Air Force.”

“Don’t you mean if I join the Air Force?”

“No, I know you’re going to join up. I can
get the paperwork started on Monday morning and have everything
ready for you to sign on Tuesday night when you get off work.”

“What if I don’t join?”

“Nothing will happen, but I’m betting you’ll
be joining up. If you do enlist, you’re in for the adventure of a
lifetime.”

After supper, Ella thought over everything
they’d talked about as Adam drove back toward town. It all sounded
so exciting and leaving home would mean her father would no longer
take the money she worked so hard to make.

“Can I take you to your door?” Adam asked as
they pulled into town.

“Oh no. You can let me off at the stop sign.
I can walk home from there. You’ve given me a lot to think about.
I’ll see you on Tuesday night.”

After he pulled over to the curb at the stop
sign, she waited until he came around to open her door to get out.
“Thank you for a lovely evening,” she said, allowing him to hold
her hand a bit longer than necessary.

“No, it’s me who should thank you. I had a
good time tonight. I can hardly wait for Tuesday when I can see you
again.”

For a moment she was afraid he was going to
kiss her, but instead he lifted her trapped hand to his lips and
gently placed a kiss on the top of it, just below her knuckles.

She watched him pull away before she turned
and made her way back home. She was pleased to see there were no
lights on downstairs and quietly made her way up to the bedroom she
shared with Mary.

“What happened, how did it go?” Mary
whispered as soon as she entered the room.

“He took me out to the supper club on the
highway and we had fish and French fries. They also had the most
delicious coleslaw I’ve ever tasted. He’s going to start the
paperwork for me to join the Air Force on Monday morning and I’m
going to stop in after work on Tuesday to sign the papers.”

“I don’t want you to go away, but I know why
you need to leave. Pa will ruin your life if you stay here. As soon
as I graduate from high school next spring I’m going to get away.
There’s a boy at school who likes me and he says we’re going to go
over to Minnesota and get married the day after graduation.”

“Oh, Mary, think on that one long and hard
before you do anything. Marriage is forever and, you don’t want to
get into the same situation Ma is in. She’s got more kids than she
can handle, a husband who spends his nights in the tavern, and she
works like a dog just to put food on our table.”

 


~ * ~

 


Tuesday seemed to drag. Finally, the big
clock on the other side of the room read four-thirty, quitting
time. Ella was the first person to make it to the time clock, which
was not anything normal for her.

“What’s up, Lu? Have you got a hot date?”
Clara Elmsworth, the girl who sat next to her, said.

“Not really. I thought I’d go downtown and do
a little shopping on the way home.”

“Well, good luck. I can never find anything
in this hick town. Mom and I like to go to Eau Claire on the
weekends to do our shopping.”

Ella heard Clara brag about her shopping
trips too many times to let it bother her. Tomorrow she would tell
Clara she’d found nothing and agreed there were no bargains to be
had at the local dress shop.

No one seemed to take notice of her walking
in the direction of downtown. She was relieved since she didn’t
want anyone seeing her going to the recruiting office.

“I wondered if you would come, Ella,” Adam
said, getting to his feet as soon as she entered the office. “I
have the paperwork all done.”

“How soon can I leave?”

Adam smiled at her question. “You’ve made up
your mind, then? Good. I talked to the office in Eau Claire and
they have a bus leaving for the center in Milwaukee on the first of
the month. Will that give you enough time? I mean, do you want to
leave so soon after Christmas?”

Ella glanced at the calendar. She’d hardly
realized Christmas was so close. The first of the month was two
weeks away, it meant it would also be the beginning of a new year.
What better time for her to begin her new life. It would give her
time to put in her notice at the paper mill, clean out her bank
account and leave home.

“What will I need for clothing?”

“You’ll get your uniforms when you enlist.
You’ll have to have a physical and maybe enough clothes to spend
the night in Milwaukee.”

She knew she wouldn’t be able to take
anything with her without alerting her parents to what she was
planning to do.

“Have you told your parents of you
plans?”

Ella shook her head. “Pa would never let me
go. The only way my brother got away was to just leave and not tell
them where he was going. It’s going to have to be the same way with
me. I know it’s a lot to ask, but could I bring things here a
little at a time and pick them up the morning we go to Eau
Claire?”

“It’s unusual, but knowing your story, I
don’t see why that couldn’t be arranged. Do you think we could go
out to supper again on Friday night and come up with a plan?”

Ella’s heart skipped beat. “I’d be honored.
Can I meet you at the stop sign at seven on Friday night?”

“I’d hoped to pick you up at your house, but
I can meet you at the stop sign.”

 


~ * ~

 


Adam watched Ella leave the office. He
wondered if she really wanted to join the military or if it was
only a way out of a bad situation. Either way, he picked up the
phone and called his superior officer.

“Yes, Sir,” he said as soon as the connection
was made. “The young lady came in tonight and signed the papers.
She’s anxious to leave and I told her I could bring her to Eau
Claire on the first of the month to catch the bus to
Milwaukee.”

“Good work, Sargent. I was afraid you
wouldn’t be able to recruit anyone in such a small town. Send me
the papers and I’ll be waiting for you at the office when you
arrive. I hope the young lady doesn’t change her mind between now
and then.”

Adam hung up the phone. As much as he wanted
to succeed in his job, he didn’t want Ella to leave. He enjoyed her
company too much to think of her being so far a way for not only
basic training, but also the remainder of her career.

 


~ * ~

 


Although Ella confided everything to Mary,
nothing was said to her parents. On her second Friday night ‘date’
with Adam, they went to the supper club where they’d enjoyed their
first date and discussed her joining the Air Force at length.

She was quick to tell him she’d given her two
weeks’ notice at work and asked her supervisor to keep her
confidence about it.

By their next ‘date’ she’d closed her savings
account and together they drove to the next town to do some
shopping for the things she would need for her new life. She left
all her new purchases with Adam at the recruitment office, along
with the remainder of the money she’d saved over the last three
years. It was sad to think she trusted this man who was almost a
stranger more than her own father, but it was the truth.

On Monday morning, she dressed as she always
did for work. After making her bed, she picked up the letter she’d
written to her parents the night before. She placed it on the
kitchen table before leaving the house. Rather than going to the
office, she made her way to the recruitment office, where Adam
waited for her.

By eight they were on the road to Eau Claire.
As they pulled out of town, she felt as though a thousand-pound
weight had been lifted from her shoulders. From here on in there
would be no more nights of handing the majority of her pay check
over to her father, no more listening to him stumble home in a
drunken rage, and the sounds of him beating on her mother. She knew
she would miss her brothers and sisters, but it was a small price
to pay for the new life she planned to make for herself.

“Any regrets?” Adam asked once they pulled up
in front of a much larger recruiting center in Eau Claire.

“None whatsoever. I don’t know how I can ever
thank you for helping me make this decision. I know it’s going to
change my life for the better.”

“What did you tell your folks?”

“I didn’t. I only confided in my younger
sister, Mary. I left a note, but I didn’t tell them where I was
going or what I panned to do. I just said I’d quit my job and was
leaving town.”

“Do you think that was wise? I know the Air
Force encourages their recruits to write home.”

“I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.
For now, it’s best they have no idea where I went or why.”


Chapter One

Minter, Wisconsin 2004

 


Luella Fisher stood next to the casket of her
husband of over fifty years and greeted family and friends as they
gave her their condolences. She smiled and accepted their words of
sympathy as well as many hugs. She was glad she attended a church
where people were so friendly and hugs abounded.

Inside she mourned the loss of her life mate,
lover, husband, and best friend. She clearly remembered the day she
and George Fisher met. She’d been in the Air Force for two years
and because of her typing speed and accuracy, combined with the
shorthand skills she’d honed to perfection at Oklahoma A&M, had
been transferred to the Headquarters of the 18th Air
Force at Donald Air Force Base in Greenville, South Carolina. Once
there, she worked as secretary to many of the top officers at the
base.

It had been a quiet Wednesday when George
came to the office with some papers for the admiral. At the time
she didn’t give the chance encounter much thought, until George
started coming every Wednesday and soon made excuses to come to her
office on other days of the week as well.

“If I were to ask you out, would you go on a
date with me?” he asked one Wednesday morning about a month after
their first meeting.

“I don’t know you, George, but I think going
out could change things. I’d be delighted to go out with you.”

At the time she wondered why she ever
accepted his invitation. Since joining the Air Force she’d
concentrated on her career and even purchased a portable typewriter
so she could practice her typing at home. Having a social life was
the last thing on her mind. So, what made George different? She
couldn’t put her finger on it, but he was special. In a way he
reminded her of Adam Welter, the recruiter from her hometown who
set her on the path that changed her life so drastically.

Within six months, they were married in a
private ceremony conducted by the pastor of the church George
attended every Sunday. His parents came out from Wisconsin, but she
hadn’t even bothered to contact her parents to tell them of the
special man who’d walked into her life. She’d kept in touch with
her sister, Mary, but she’d been unable to make the trip as she was
married and expecting her second child in as many years. With a
baby under a year old and another one expected in six months,
coming to Washington DC from her Minnesota home was impossible.

 


~ * ~

 


“I’m so sorry, Lu.”

Mary held Luella’s hand tightly as tears
streamed down her cheeks.

Luella snapped herself from the memories of
her wedding to greet her sister. The years had been kind to her.
The two of them reunited after she returned to Wisconsin when
George’s, as well as her, enlistments were up. George’s parents
lived in a small town called Minter, located close to the Illinois
border, and he insisted that was where he wanted to make his
home.

They’d lived there for almost three years
before George insisted, she should contact her parents for the
first time in too many years.

Seeing her sister so distraught alerted
Luella to the fact her siblings were probably shocked to see her
standing next to the casket dry eyed. She’d shed her tears in
private over the months while George fought the cancer eating away
at his body. No matter how heartbreaking it was to watch her
husband die, she never allowed him to see her tears. They were shed
in the shower or when George was away from home. He’d made her
promise she wouldn’t mourn his passing for too long and only
remember the good times they’d enjoyed during the years of their
marriage.

“It’s all right, Mary. George was so sick
with cancer I couldn’t wish him back. I know he was looking forward
to going ‘home’ to be with God.” She reached over and touched his
now cold and waxy feeling hand. She smiled to see the perfect
cribbage hand being held by her husband in death. Over the past
months they’d played countless games of cribbage and only twice had
he gotten the perfect hand.

“It must have been terrible for you. I
remember how it was with Kyle when he died. At least it was sudden
and I didn’t have to watch him slip away from me.”

“I look at it a little differently. George
and I had several months to prepare for this, time to say goodbye.
Of course, I know we’ll be together again when it’s my time.”

Mary nodded and Luella knew she was
remembering their childhood when there was no talk of God in the
house and church was something for other people, not for the likes
of them. It hadn’t been until Luella went into the Air Force that
her friends insisted on her accompanying them to church on Sunday
mornings. A small spark ignited within her and now her faith, as
well as her church, were the glue holding her life together.

“I’m so glad you feel this way. When Kyle
died, in the car accident, I wasn’t prepared. If it hadn’t been for
my church and my faith, I don’t know how I would have survived.
We’ll talk more, later. I know there are others who want to talk to
you.”

With those few words, her sister was gone and
more friends from church were waiting to talk to her and express
their sympathy. Those to whom they’d been close over the years
rejoiced to know George was now at peace and no longer experiencing
the pain the cancer caused him over the past few years.

It was after nine when the last person passed
through the line and Luella was able to sit down for the first time
all night.

“Are you okay, Mom?” her son Clayton
asked.

“I’ve been better but it’s over for tonight.
Tomorrow will be the hardest. We’ll get through it. You father
would expect nothing less. He’s been my rock for too many years.
For me not to get along without him would be an insult.”

 


~ * ~

 


The next day the church was packed and Luella
prayed there wouldn’t be a fire because she had no idea how anyone
would get out. Flowers adorned the altar, as well as every other
open space in the sanctuary. The service was rich with songs and
people sharing their personal memories of the man who shared her
life for so many years.

She’d been surprised when Mary arrived along
with four of her seven other brothers and sisters. Although she’d
been close to Mary over the years, she’d heard little from her
older brother Charles as well as Jennifer, Miles, and Karen. David
passed away while Luella was in the Air Force. Everyone said it was
because he fell down the stairs and broke his neck. Mary insisted
their father beat him to death because he took a paper route and
wouldn’t give Pa any of the money he made. She believed every word
of it, because withholding money from Pa was reason for corporal
punishment. Of course, poor little Nancy had been living in the
nursing home for several years. Many years earlier she’d been
injured in a motorcycle accident that took the life of her young
husband and left her in a semi-vegetative state.

“It was certainly a beautiful service,” Mary
said, as they sat in the fellowship hall eating the luncheon the
women of the church prepared.

“I’m sure George would have been pleased with
it.”

“What are you planning to do now?”

The question set Luella’s mind racing. What
was she going to do? She could easily start a new life but there
was no reason to do anything different tomorrow than she’d done the
other days in her life. She would get up and carry on, only now she
would do it alone.

“George made me promise I’d do some traveling
and maybe reconnect with some of our old friends from our days in
the Air Force. It will take me a while, but I’ll be just fine.”

“How about making a trip up to our old
hometown?” Charles asked. “I’m sure you remember Clara Elmsworth.
She’s in the same assisted living with my wife, Gloria. It would do
them both a world of good to see you. It’s been a long time since
you’ve been home.”

“It’s strange, but I don’t think about it as
home. Guess I never did. At the time I left it was to get away from
Pa and, as you know, I never looked back. Maybe it is time to go
back for a visit. It’s been over fifty years. I’m sure a lot has
changed.”

Miles laughed at her comment. “Nothing
changes there. I’m glad I’m established in Eau Claire. Guess the
biggest difference is the old paper mill shut down a few years
back.”

Luella knew sometime in the future she would
make a trip north to the town she once called home. It would be
good to see the sister-in-law she hardly knew, as well as Clara. It
would be the Christian thing to do. It was also possible she could
put the past behind her once and for all.

 


~ * ~

 


With the funeral over and everyone going
about their daily routines, Luella soon became used to a new
lifestyle. Rather than preparing breakfast for George, she now
cooked only for herself. She never realized before how lonely it
was eating alone. Even when George had been ill, she’d taken her
meals in the bedroom so they could enjoy each other’s company for
whatever time they had left.

By the end of the second month, the isolation
started getting the best of her. “I have to get out of the house,”
she confided to a friend, Gladys, from church. “Everything here
reminds me of George. Do you think you would like to take a road
trip with me?”

Gladys hesitated just a moment before
answering. “Where do you want to go?”

“I don’t really know, anywhere but here. We
could go to Milwaukee to shop or maybe over to Prairie du Chien
where we could do some sightseeing along the Mississippi.”

“We could drive up the River Road,” Gladys
suggested. “At this time of year, the trees should be changing
colors. I’ve heard of a little motel up there where we could spend
the night. I think it would be fun. When do you want to leave?”

“How about tomorrow morning?”

With that one question Luella knew she’d
committed herself to her first trip without her husband since she’d
married George so many years ago. As she contemplated the trip, she
realized that if they took Gladys’ suggestion and drove up the
River Road, she would be close to the hometown she’d left when she
made the decision to join the military. Could she be so close and
not stop at the assisted living center where her sister-in-law and
longtime friend now resided? Was she ready for the challenge? She
certainly hoped so.


Chapter Two

 


The sun was shining brightly as Luella and
Gladys took off on their road trip. Being early October, the colors
along the River Road were at their peak. With no specific
timetable, whenever they saw something that interested them, they
stopped to do some exploring.

They started by stopping at Villa Luis and
touring the historical Victorian house. By the time they finished
their tour it was late enough that a stay in Prairie du Chien was a
must. Being October, they had no problem finding a room at the
AmericInn Lodge and Suites.

“I thought we’d be further than this by
tonight,” Gladys commented as they got ready to go to dinner.

“I did too, but I’m glad we took the time to
take the tour. I’ve heard about it for years but we never seemed to
take the time to make a trip over here. To be truthful, George
wasn’t into going through old houses.”

“I hear you there. My former husband said he
didn’t want to look at things from the past. He had enough of that
when I worked as a guide at the museum in town for one summer. He
said it put a real crimp in our plans. I’ve always enjoyed
puttering around in museums. Are there any more of them along our
route?”

Luella thought about it and realized she’d
spent her entire life boycotting this area of the state, knowing
sooner or later she would end up back in her hometown. “I think
we’ll just have to take things as we find them. I haven’t come this
way in far too long.”

Gladys shook her head. “That’s hard to
believe. You and George were always traveling. I remember that trip
you took to Europe as well as the one you took to Hawaii—and all
those cruises you went on. This is right in your backyard.”

“I have a bit of confession to make. I
haven’t been over here because the road leads to my hometown. I
haven’t been back there since I left to join the Air Force.”

Gladys’ eyebrows went up. “Why ever not? Are
you telling me you haven’t ever gone home? I thought you were close
to your brothers and sisters.”

“I am, at least I’m close to my sister, Mary
and I’ve seen Charles several times. We’ve been in contact with the
rest of them, but they’ve always come to visit me. I didn’t have a
great family life growing up. Just the thought of seeing the house
where I lived with my parents gives me chills. I promised my
brother I’d come to visit him and stop in to see my sister-in-law
at the assisted living center. I also want to see a friend who is
there as well. We went to school together and worked in the same
office before I joined the military. That was one reason I asked
you to come along with me. I hoped you’d be my security
blanket.”

Gladys laughed at Luella’s confession. “You
know I’ll be there for you all the way. What else are friends for?
We’ve been best friends forever and I’m finally learning all your
secrets.”

Luella agreed and turned her attention to the
listing of restaurants provided by the hotel. As she looked over
their choices, she wondered if this trip had been the right
decision. Far too many years had passed since she’d been home. Just
the thought of being in her hometown brought unwanted memories of
the years she spent living in her father’s house and abiding by his
strict rules.

 


~ * ~

 


For the remainder of the week, they made many
stops to take pictures of the glorious colors of the trees lining
the Mississippi River. They also poked around in several of the
shops, where they found wonderful things made by local artisans.
Finally, a sign saying they were within fifteen miles of Luella’s
hometown came into view.

“I guess it’s now or never,” she said,
heaving a sigh. “I hope I’m up to this.”

“You’ll be just fine. If things get dicey you
know I’m here for you.”

Luella agreed and made the turn to drive into
town. As soon as they left the main highway, she noticed the supper
club where Adam took her on their dates. It came as a surprise to
see a sign saying they were still in business. How they kept going,
especially in this economy, was beyond her.

The road into town looked much different than
it had fifty years ago. Instead of the gravel road leading to the
main street, it was paved and widened. New businesses now lined the
road, including a Walmart and a Menards. There were also more
restaurants than were available during her childhood.

“It looks like a nice little town. At least
they have some good places to shop.”

Gladys’ comment brought to mind Clara making
a comment completely the opposite fifty years earlier. Back then
there were very few stores and what they had certainly couldn’t be
called fashionable.

“All of these businesses weren’t here when I
was growing up. I wonder if the downtown area I remember is still
there.”

“Who knows? You’ve been in Minter forever and
you’ve seen what’s happened to the downtown there.”

Luella nodded her head. The old downtown
she’d loved when they first moved to Minter was now designated to
mostly crafters and law offices. The majority of everyone’s
shopping was out on the avenue in the big box stores, to say
nothing of the various enclosed malls and strip malls. It certainly
wasn’t the same. In the past if you wanted new appliances you went
to the family-owned appliance shop and if you wanted a pair of
shoes, you made your way to the local shoe store on the other end
of the street. With all the Internet shopping she wondered how much
longer even these new stores would be in business.

Although she knew the business district was
straight ahead, she turned down the street where she’d spent her
childhood and left so abruptly when she joined the military.

Many of the houses in the neighborhood had
been upgraded, but there were just as many that were in various
stages of decay. To her amazement, the house she remembered as
being run down and neglected now stood proudly sporting a new front
porch and coat of paint. She was astounded when she recognized the
man sitting on the front porch, enjoying the last of the good
weather before the onset of winter. It was her brother Charlie.

“Isn’t that your brother?” Gladys asked. “I
remember seeing him at the funeral.”

Although she hadn’t expected to do any
visiting on this trip, Charlie already saw her and was standing in
the driveway waving her in.

“Why didn’t you let me know you were coming
up?” he asked before she was even out of the car.

“We, my friend Gladys, and I, were just on a
road trip. We’ve been exploring for the better part of a week. I
didn’t expect to see you sitting on the porch of our old
house.”

“After the old man died, I stepped in and
took over the payments so Mom wouldn’t have to move. Of course,
once Gloria and I got married it was only natural for us to stay at
the house and help with the younger kids. After Mom passed and the
kids moved out, Gloria and I concentrated on our own family. It’s
taken a while, but little by little I’ve been doing the upgrades to
bring the house back to what it could have been if the old man
hadn’t drunk up every penny.”

Luella looked at the house and tried to
picture it as it had been fifty years earlier. The new paint job
and the perfectly manicured lawn and shrubs stood in direct
contrast to the house she saw so many times in her nightmares.

“You’ve done a great job with the place.”

“I’d like to take you on a tour and maybe
persuade you to stay for a couple of nights.”

“Oh, we couldn’t impose,” Gladys protested.
“On the way into town there’s a nice motel and we thought we would
go back there to spend the night.”

“Nonsense.” Charles put his arm protectively
around Luella’s shoulders. “I’ve waited far too many years to have
my sister come up for a visit. With our kids grown and moved to the
four winds, this house gets lonely. I promise I’ve exorcised all
the ghosts. Mary had a problem coming here, but she’s come around
and so will you. Of course, your friend is more than welcome. Maybe
I can persuade you to spend more than a couple of days here. I know
Gloria will be thrilled to see you and I’m certain Clara will be as
well.”

Luella thought about what her brother said.
It was foolish of her to not take him up on his generous offer.
After all, it was only a house. There was nothing inside or outside
to be afraid of. Her father, who died while she was in the service,
could no more come out of his grave than she could fly without
boarding a plane.

“What do you think, Gladys?”

“This one is your call. I understand your
reluctance, but you’re starting a new life and maybe this is where
you should start making the biggest changes.”

Luella thought for a moment. “Gladys is
right. I’d enjoy spending some time with you and getting
reacquainted with my hometown. It’s time to lay the past to
rest.”

Charles helped them with their bags and led
the way into the house. Luella hesitated for only a second on the
new front porch before crossing the threshold and entering the
foyer. Inside the house she recognized absolutely nothing. Charles
had, undoubtedly, gutted the house and as he’d said earlier,
exorcized all the ghosts.

“Not what you thought you’d see, is it?”
Charles asked.

“Not really. You’ve done a great job of
remodeling this place. I guess it’s best if you give us
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