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For my good friend Scott Rubsam
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In May of 1974, Flora Smallwood’s beloved hometown—Rosetown, Indiana—had hardly changed at all during her eleven years of life. The Windy Day Diner was as bright and busy as ever. The Good Manners for Good Dogs dog school behind Rosetown Hardware still filled up Saturday mornings with exuberant and clumsy dogs and their adoring owners. The newest ice cream flavor at the Sweet Shoppe was Scary Berry. And the roads taking anyone out of town still opened into endless shimmering cornfields and a dazzling sky, as was true for all roads leaving small towns in Indiana.

The town was Flora’s heart.

In Rosetown, the past was always present. The bank, City Hall, the water company, the Rosetown Free Library, even the Lyceum—Rosetown’s only movie theater—all were located in historic buildings: buildings with columns and cornices and dentils and spandrels. Buildings one hundred years old and older.

Their careful rows made perfect angles to the town square and central park, all placed with perfect harmony, as if someone with a fine feeling for pattern had reached down from the sky and created a town.

It is familiarity that brings comfort to all living creatures, and the citizens of Rosetown, Indiana, were no different. They felt at peace among the old Victorian and Gothic structures. They relied on these—and on the ornamental iron streetlamps that illuminated every corner at night—to be beautiful and lasting and present to them in good times and bad.

Flora was a girl who liked things to remain the same, and a historic town that resisted change was the perfect place for her.

Flora’s father, when choosing among historic colors for the doorway of their family shop—Rosetown Paper and Press—had once remarked, “There is a lot to be said for constancy.”

Yes, Flora had thought. And she’d added constancy to her list of favorite words.

Much in Flora’s life did have the quality of being steadfast: her parents, her cat, her two dearest friends. And there was Rosetown’s sense of timelessness. Even the farm fields running to the horizon could be counted on.

But time never really stops, of course. In life everything is changing, though sometimes so slowly as to hardly be noticed. This was as true for Rosetown, Indiana, as for anywhere.

And it was also true for Flora Smallwood.
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Finishing now her fifth-grade year at Rosetown Primary School, Flora had experienced many of what her father called “bends in the river of life.”

“A bend in the river just means that a person can’t see what’s coming up,” Forster Smallwood had explained. “And what life doesn’t have plenty of those?”

So far Flora’s life had included many such bends.

When she was nine and beginning her fourth-grade year at Rosetown Primary, she had rescued a white cat with a yellow tip on its tail (first spotted beneath the steps of Southwell’s Barbershop), and she had named the new cat Serenity. That had been a big bend for both of them.

Also in her fourth-grade year, Flora had taken beginning piano lessons with her best friend, Nessy, at the Four-Part Harmony music store in Rosetown. This had been a minor bend for Flora, since she was not a natural at the keyboard, but it was a very big bend for Nessy, who’d turned out to be exceptionally natural.

And Flora’s special friendship with her classmate Yury: this began in fourth grade as well and had grown. An important friendship with a boy whose family was from the Ukraine? Not even Flora’s imaginative mother, Emma Jean, could have predicted that was around the bend in the river of her daughter’s life.

Many unexpected events in Flora’s past had brought something wonderful. A few had brought sadness.

But one unexpected event was so momentous and powerful, and shared by so many, that Flora’s feelings about the river itself were changed.

And this had happened only a month ago.

On what began as an ordinary day in early April, a day when many people are starting to think about their gardens or about graduation, 148 tornados formed across the Midwest, and many small, wonderful towns in Indiana and its neighbor states were almost entirely destroyed. Their hardware stores, libraries, and high schools: gone. And with these, the tall oaks in well-tended front yards and the dear houses sitting beneath them.

Because the 148 tornados moved north and east, rather than south and west, Rosetown, Indiana, was untouched. Mars Comics, the Peaceable Buns Bakery, and Rosetown Primary were safe. Puppy classes at the Good Manners for Good Dogs dog school would carry on.

And Rosetown’s beautiful and beloved Victorian and Italianate buildings were left to stand for another hundred years.

Flora and her friend Yury had worried about a tornado coming to Rosetown someday. Yury’s ambition in life was to join Search and Rescue with his dog, Friday, as soon as he was of age. Yury thought about disasters all the time!

They both were natural survivalists, and they had read every survival-themed book that had showed up on the shelves of Wings and a Chair Used Books when it had still been on Main Street, and the shop’s owner, Miss Meriwether, their friend. Yury also had a long shelf of Survivor Bob books at home, which he consulted frequently.

So of course they had a plan: a disaster plan well researched and which included finding the other after the tornado was gone.

Yet on the night of the storms that would birth 148 tornados, as Flora and Yury sat in their basements with their families and pets and flashlights and transistor radios broadcasting nothing but danger: all of their preparedness did not ease the fear they felt. Both could hardly even remember their excellent plan as the thunderstorms and warnings continued for hours and each wondered what was happening to the other.

But now…

Now it was May in Rosetown.

The sun was shining over Indiana. Lilies bloomed along the picket fences that surrounded old houses on Jefferson Street. And corn had been planted in the wide fields which embraced Rosetown’s borders and everything within them: the grain elevators, the Amoco gas station, and the classically designed Rosetown Free Library, donated in 1904 by American philanthropist Andrew Carnegie.

For Flora and her friends, in this time, here was the world.

Naturally, Flora hoped that nothing would change.

But the river of life was flowing.
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Miss Meriwether—owner of the once-loved and now shuttered Wings and a Chair Used Books—had left Rosetown for love.

Her childhood sweetheart lived in Montana.

When the shop went out of business, and its large empty windows were covered with brown paper, the storefront on Main Street lost meaning for Flora and Yury, who together had spent so many hours there. It is a reality of life experience that a relationship that was one day happy and welcoming can become suddenly unhappy and rejecting. And so it was with the boards and glass that had once held so much meaning.

The former Wings and a Chair Used Books was now just a remote space with nothing to give. The impenetrable windows seemed to say, You will have to go somewhere else for your happiness.

And that is just what they had done, Flora and Yury, last fall as fifth grade had started and they had been adjusting to the absence of the bookshop. They found a “somewhere else.”

And it was Day Road Farm.

It had been Yury’s idea to take horseback riding lessons together, Wednesdays after school, as faithfully as they once had walked to Wings and a Chair Used Books. Though Flora often spent time with her friend Nessy, and Yury was always busy with various clubs, neither wanted to lose time together, doing something that was theirs.

So during September and October, before the weather turned, Yury’s mother, Lilya, had driven them to Day Road Farm every Wednesday.

Lilya Varvariv loved AM radio and wore large earrings, which Flora admired. Lilya was always in good spirits, telling funny stories about her sisters. And while Flora and Yury had their riding lesson, she waited in the car with the radio on and did embroidery.

Horses are inherently nervous animals. They can be frightened by many things, most especially loud and rough people. They need gentleness and reassurance.

Flora and Yury were born horse people.

The farmer who owned Day Road Farm, and who called herself Farmer Hester, walked the farm with Flora and Yury that first day, to help them get a feel for farm life.

And when the three of them went into the big barn where the alfalfa was stored, Yury said spontaneously, “This barn smells just like Mo’s 24!”

Mo’s 24 was the herbal tea that Yury’s father made available to his patients in his office on State Street. Before Day Road Farm, Yury never knew that the tea’s aroma was reminiscent of a barn!

Flora and Yury then went into the stable to be introduced to the two gentle mares, Bess and Margaret, on whose backs they would learn to ride. Flora gently stroked the long neck of Bess—who would be “hers”—and in the most subtle and sudden way, Flora’s life changed.

There are such moments for everyone. They are not uncommon. In fact, they happen all throughout life. But it takes an especially intuitive person to realize the moment when one’s life has changed. And Flora was that.

Farmer Hester was a good teacher. Her first goal was always for the horses and their new riders to become friends.

“They have feelings just like we do,” she told Flora and Yury.

Flora understood this so well, as she softly spoke to Bess.

“And you’ll know that a horse likes you,” added Farmer Hester, “when he leaves his friends to come over to you.”

“My dog, Friday, is like that!” said Yury, as Margaret the mare sniffed the top of his head. “During the play break at obedience school, Friday is always leaving his friends to come over and lick my face.”

So that fall, Day Road Farm and Farmer Hester and the horses… for Flora and Yury all of this was the beginning, really, of saying good-bye to one dear thing (a much-loved bookshop) and saying hello to another.

As Lilya worked her embroidery, they learned how to carefully mount their horses, then slowly walk them around the corral.

Because Yury had spent many months at the Good Manners for Good Dogs dog school, he sometimes forgot where he was and who he was with.

More than a few times he called out “Stay!” instead of “Halt!” This gave everyone a good laugh, including perhaps the horses.

Yury was very glad to learn about horses and riding. It might be important for Search and Rescue.

But Flora had no firm plans about horses, beyond love.

Day Road Farm provided Flora and Yury a transition from the old to the new in their friendship.

But the end of fifth grade was drawing ever nearer, and a major milestone was just ahead:

Fifth-grade oral reports!
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