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THE STORY YOU ARE ABOUT to read is one that evolved over months and years. From the time I was a young girl, I loved reading and writing stories, but despite encouragement from family and teachers, my goal of writing a novel never progressed beyond a few long-forgotten chapters. By the time I reached my sixties, I knew I would never realize my goal unless I got my act together.

I have been asked what inspired this story. The answer is not simple. Some years ago, my family discovered the diary of a Confederate ancestor. In heart-rending detail, it described his escape from Union custody and arduous journey back to North Carolina. With that seed subconsciously planted in my brain, a song written and performed by Tim O'Brien one afternoon in a West Virginia field caused that seed to take root. For years, I had pondered the notion of weaving a tale around my maternal great-grandmother, whose pioneer spirit, spritely form, and given name had fascinated me since childhood. Numerous friends and family members, places and circumstances I have encountered on the “red dirt road of life” supplied the rest.

The red dirt and people of Oklahoma gave me my roots, my grounding. The people and lush hills of West Virginia gave me a love for their window to history. While all places and characters in Along the Red Dirt Road are fictitious, they are a compilation of bits and pieces pulled from my past and my imagination.

A posthumous thank you goes to my mother and aunt, who never stopped telling me to write. Thank you to my husband Bill, who encouraged me and was one of my first readers. Without his editing assistance, positive reinforcement, and much more, this book would not be what it is. Thank you to Judy Malone, who read the manuscript's first draft and provided plot/character suggestions and critiques. She and Bill gave me the confidence that this is a story that may touch the minds and hearts of others. Thank you to Joanne Brown, professional editor, who reinforced the belief that this story is a good one. A final thank you goes to all of my family and friends who provided love, insights into human nature, and an appreciation for truth. I hope you find this tale satisfying, inspirational, and worthy of passing forward.
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THE SCENE IS AN EXACT duplicate of the one her eyes first spied so long ago. Autumn's waning foliage allows objects hidden by summer’s greenery to peer forth and become so distinct one wonders how they could stand unnoticed. The thigh-high rubble of the old stone wall, buried beneath a blanket of vines and brambles, is in its earliest stage of peek-a-boo. She knows it well.

She and the wall first met on a crisp fall day, much like today. The sun shone through the woodland canopy, casting ribbons of dappled light onto damp rocks glimmering beneath the undergrowth. Her mother had instructed her to stay within easy earshot of the house and away from the wooded thicket at the back of the property. Yet, as sure as her mother's warning, the forest beckoned, and she could not resist.

Her name is Anna Ruth. She is an old woman now. Her granddaughter, KT, has accompanied Anna Ruth here so she may see the location once again during her natural life. KT knows nothing of the scene or its story, nor of its permanent residence in her grandmother's heart. Besides being a physician, KT is a dutiful granddaughter with a penchant to indulge her eccentric grandmother with whom she feels an odd and unexplained connection. 

At the property's entrance, a faded For Sale sign dangles from its post by a lone rusty wire. A once proud dwelling stands unoccupied, staring at them through dark and mournful windows. Littered with bird droppings and piles of yellowed newspapers, an overgrowth of trees and shrubs hides the once impressive front porch from worse disgrace. Rotted window frames, peeling paint, sagging gutters, and a weed-infested lawn tell of hard times but little else. An eerie sound catches Anna Ruth's attention. Branches of a cedar tree emit a soft squeak with each pass across filthy window panes that once peeked into a young girl's bedroom. She stops and remembers.   Anna Ruth chuckles while poking her cane into a massive clump of twigs and leaves, flicking them aside.

As the women make their way through the overgrowth toward the property's rear boundary, KT is the first to speak. “This place gives me the creeps! I don't understand why on earth we're here.”

“Help me, please, KT. These old legs are having trouble with this underbrush. Watch out for poison ivy. It's still out, and these briers will bite you.”

KT supports her grandmother's elbow as they navigate rugged, uneven ground toward their primary destination, the stone wall. Anna Ruth spots a path that enables both to proceed with greater ease. Deer and other critters have worn the trail bare, and a gap in the wall provides wildlife easy passage down a rocky slope onto adjoining property. This break likewise allows the women to better view large homes now populating fields where an apple orchard stood long ago.

Stopping to gaze at the site, Anna Ruth snorts, “What a shame!” She remembers the orchard with the fragrance of ripening apples and sweet melodies sung by apple pickers wafting through the air this time of year.    

The two women reach the wall, and Anna Ruth catches her breath. Although fatigued, she is eager to look around and remember. Anna Ruth wants to tell KT about the wall, her story, and secrets she has never shared.

“KT, set out these chairs. We'll have our picnic.”

“Here?”

“Here. The ground is level, and underbrush has died back. This is the best spot we'll find. The fools who live in those monstrosities can't see us here. We're fine right here.”

Annoyed and confused, KT removes her backpack containing their lunch and unfolds two camp chairs she has hauled through the woods. She sets them on the ground and sighs. She does not consider this a suitable picnic spot. KT assists her grandmother into one chair, tucks a plaid green and black fleece blanket around the woman's lap and legs, and takes a seat facing Anna Ruth.

“Nonnie, are you sure you're okay?” KT asks, addressing Anna Ruth by the name she has called her since childhood.

“We can eat our lunch and go right back to the car. Chiggers, ticks, or . . . snakes may bite us.”

“Oh, I'm fine.” Anna Ruth ignores her granddaughter's question and concern. “I'm tired. Sitting a spell will do me good. I want to talk to you. Tell you of this place. You know nothing of it, do you?”

“No,” concedes the reluctant diner with a roll of her warm, brown eyes.

KT is petite with chestnut ringlets scrunched under a baseball cap. Although she is in her early forties, her athletic build and freckled face make her appear much younger than her years. Focused and committed to her profession, she lives alone with two cats and neither seeks nor accepts companionship of male suitors. Marriage has never been in her plans. Since her mother's death from cancer, she spends more time with Anna Ruth, monitoring her health and venturing forth on excursions easy for the grandmother to tolerate.

While KT considers her grandmother an eccentric outsider, she perceives herself much the same. Her career is not the prestigious one her parents and older brothers envisioned for her. KT’s concerns are for the powerless, not the rich and powerful. Wealth and status do not motivate KT.

[image: image]

ANNA RUTH VIEWS KT'S professional choice through a different lens, one that evokes memories of her own physician father. She remembers his devotion to his patients, his fairness, thoughtfulness, and unwavering fidelity to truth. Anna Ruth understands KT's outsiderness because of her own experience here. She wants KT to know. She wants KT to understand . . . everything.

As she munches on her sandwich, KT directs a quizzical gaze toward her grandmother. Anna Ruth’s behavior and this spot in the woods next to an old stone wall have piqued her curiosity.

“Tell me.”

Thus begins an afternoon of revelation as KT learns the story her Nonnie has never divulged to anyone.
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THE ARRIVAL
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“LOOK, MAMA! DADDY! Daffodils! Oh, they are so pretty!” Anna Ruth's declaration radiated delight as her father urged the dusty, black Dodge up the gravel driveway of their new home. 

“Yes, they are, Annie!” Ellen Young concurred.

The year was 1933. The Great Depression was in full swing when Anna Ruth, her parents, and a dog named Bitsy moved into the pristine wooden dwelling. Anna Ruth's father, Dr. Carter Young, had accepted an offer to move his family and medical practice. The new location was over a thousand miles east of the family's previous home on the plains, and its lush valley offered promise and opportunity.

Anna Ruth, or Annie, as everyone called her back then, was twelve years old, the age between childhood and young womanhood. It is a time when dolls perch on shelves, gathering dust and waiting for one more caress, but Annie was becoming absorbed in glamour and charm. She gazed at her collection of movie star photos and tried to imitate the women's poses. Annie Young practiced in her bedroom mirror, but the freckled face and light brown curls staring back bore a striking resemblance to Amelia Earhart, not the femme fatales she so admired.

Annie did not embrace the move from their home on the plains. She was a tall, shy, and solitary girl just emerging from her shell and gaining confidence. An only child, Annie felt comfortable in the company of adults. She enjoyed listening to their conversations, which ranged from politics to tales of a neighbor's gray cat whose preferred toilet was the closest flower bed. Annie pleaded with her father not to move, but the Great Depression and barren fields brought on by wind and drought had taken a toll on his livelihood. Patients could not pay for medical care. Their small town had trouble supporting the doctors they had, even in good times. As a family matter, Ellen Young's mother had proven to be intrusive and critical of her daughter's choice of a husband.

Carter and Ellen Young approached this move with trepidation. Their destination was a rural locale in the Shenandoah Valley where George Washington once roamed and Civil War battles raged. Carter's former medical school classmate practiced medicine there, and he reached out to his old friend to relocate to the town. Due to the death of an older, well-established physician, the region needed another doctor. Wind, drought, and dust did not torment this community, and it held the promise of a fresh beginning for Carter, Ellen, and Annie. 

The move and the long drive east came with a high material and emotional price tag. Carter and Ellen sold or gave away furnishings. They kept necessities for the journey packed inside a wooden box Carter built and attached to the rear of the 1930 straight-six Dodge. Inside the sturdy, austere sedan, Carter's medical bag, books, clothing, plus a few tools and supplies took up every available cubic inch. They crammed items behind the rear seat, with the rear window kept free for visibility. More essentials needed for the journey sat beneath the feet of Annie and her mother, while other belongings consumed the space behind the driver's seat from floor to ceiling. 

The Youngs left their old home empty. Sobs and pleas to stay from Ellen's distraught mother made their goodbyes painful and raw. Ellen lost her composure as she stared through the rear window of the packed automobile and saw her mother's hand wringing and ultimate collapse into her father's arms. Annie watched everything, overcome with grief, but her quiet whimpers and pleas for her father to turn around faded after a dozen or so dusty miles. Never having been in a car before, little Bitsy remained agitated. The black, white, and tan Wire-haired Fox Terrier panted, squirmed, and kept trying to jump over the back seat into the front for almost an hour. A stoic Carter Young steered the vehicle in silence, ignoring his wife’s tears, the dog's incessant antics, and his daughter's indignant threats to run away.

Those first miles added to the journey's initial misery. Besides sobs and dog anxieties, continuous, swirling winds buffeted the Dodge, enveloping the car in a massive cloud of choking red dirt. This same red dirt kicked up from the unpaved road adhered to the car, painted the roadside landscape, and imbued the sky with an ominous orange-red hue. Although the car windows remained closed tight, gritty, red dust found its way inside the sedan, coating the dash and covering the travelers. Potholes and deep ruts made steering difficult and comfort impossible. Several times, Carter stopped the car so dust could subside and improve his vision. They passed no other vehicles, and their only encounter before hitting a graded surface was a scrawny coyote, a chicken dangling out of its mouth, ambling across the road.

As days wore on, they settled into a routine. Their new existence consisted of more bone-jarring roads, choking dust, and little or no access to bathrooms. Carter kept the radiator full and the speed moderate, which sometimes drew embarrassing honks from impatient motorists. A reliable vehicle with adequate power, the Dodge's plain exterior and interior matched the times.

The Great Depression was near its worst in 1933. Displaced Americans traveled roads and hopped freight trains in search of work. In the early stage of their journey, the Youngs' car chugged eastward past countless numbers headed west toward an uncertain future in California. Many traveled in old cars and trucks laden with precious remnants of better times. Some traveled by wagon, some on foot, often with livestock. At times, westbound refugees filled both lanes of the road, leaving little room for the black Dodge to pass. Other times, a lonesome soul hobbled along the shoulder. Blank faces looking downward and blank faces looking straight ahead comprised the norm. They offered a heart-rending nod or tipped hat, to which the Youngs replied in kind.

Carter did what he could to avoid crowding or covering them with a billowing cloud of dust. The Youngs began their journey with anticipation of a brighter future. The people they encountered along the way enriched the family with gratitude for their own circumstances and a deep and lasting empathy for others.

More than once, circumstances required Carter, Ellen, and Annie to camp along the road or in nearby clearings. Such encampments came with an abundance of unease due to noise from a passing car or truck, no privacy, worry of a malicious intruder, and whines from little Bitsy. At earliest light, the weary family rose to a gritty coat of red dirt and a painful urge to find relief.

On occasion, a resident along the way allowed them to camp in their yard or pasture. Such nights rewarded the travelers with a more restful sleep. 

The Youngs did not look prosperous by any standard, but they attempted to stay clean and presentable. Whether it was their outward appearance or simple grace, Annie, Ellen, and Carter on two occasions received invitations to enjoy indoor bathrooms containing bathtubs filled with hot water. These baths were a rare and luxurious treat relished by Annie and her mother. Annie noted every person who offered hospitality also responded with wishes of good luck and a warm handshake or hug. Carter and Ellen expressed deep appreciation for each kindness that came their way. Ellen even took the addresses of three families and kept in touch with them for several years. When camping, their food was simple and boring, but no one complained, and Bitsy accepted with gusto any scraps offered.

When nature called, Annie learned how to follow her mother into the woods and relieve herself without making a mess. Ellen stopped fretting about her parents and the life left behind and began speaking of the unknown life awaiting them. Carter soon accepted rough roads and wrong turns with laughter instead of grim silence. Bitsy savored unfamiliar smells at each stop and gazed out the car window in eager anticipation as they bounced along toward their new home. For Bitsy, long naps with her head resting on Annie's lap followed window gazing.

The drive lasted over seven arduous days. The transition from red dirt roads and flat, drought-ravaged plains to green, rolling hills was in early spring. Smoother roads, clean air, and mild temperatures provided welcome relief to the stuffy quarters and endless bounces the four travelers endured during the beginning stage of their journey.

Carter had been in regular contact with the deceased physician's widow, Mrs. McCormick. Her home sat on four acres just three miles outside town, and she offered it to the Youngs at a reasonable rent. Mrs. McCormick had moved into town to live with her daughter and her son-in-law after her husband's recent passing. It was hard to sell real estate in 1933, so she left the house unoccupied and furnished, with each piece of furniture covered by white sheets to keep items free of dust. The house also came with a family of cats who lived beneath the floorboards and kept the dwelling free of mice. The acreage had been a wedding gift from Mrs. McCormick's father, carved out of his farm, when Dr. and Mrs. McCormick wed in the late 1800s. Embedded in the family's history, the land had been in her ancestors' hands since soon after the Revolutionary War. On that plot of earth and stone, Dr. and Mrs. McCormick built a respectable home and raised a family.

A cornfield bordered one side of the property, and a cow pasture bordered the other side. An apple orchard, blocked from view by dense woods on the McCormick property, occupied land beyond the rear boundary. A long, narrow gravel driveway gave access to the house from a dirt lane connecting to the macadam road into town. Ash, elm, oak, and walnut trees, along with several stands of sassafras and maple populated the outlying property. Two American chestnut trees, dead from the blight, stood alone in the back yard. Scattered throughout was an ample under story of chinquapins, ready to surrender bountiful crops of delicious little nuts that proved to be one of Annie's favorite snacks each autumn. Soon, ferns and may apples would blanket the most shaded areas near the home and in the woods.

The house was spacious but without extravagance. It faced west, so the front porch with its stone columns provided shade in the mornings and early afternoon for two rocking chairs. The covered back porch soon became a favored retreat to read and relax on warm afternoons because of its eastern exposure. Fresh paint, courtesy of Mrs. McCormick, made the house glisten in the sun. That early afternoon when Dr. Carter Young drove up the driveway on their journey's last day, the sight that greeted each of the travelers overcame them with boundless delight.

A field of daffodils blanketing the ground beneath two towering ash trees first caught Annie's eye, while the view of the house in which they were to live brought an audible gasp of approval from Ellen's lips. Carter sat without speaking, his chin and hands resting on the steering wheel as his dark brown eyes absorbed the peaceful sanctuary-like scene.

“Carter, this is more than I imagined! I can't wait to see it!” Ellen grabbed her door handle and jumped out of the car. Wind caught her chestnut hair, and she brushed it from her smiling face.

Carter swung open the driver's side door and stepped from the vehicle, leaving the door open as he exclaimed, “Let's go!” Ellen and Annie’s reactions brought relief to Carter because he had steeled himself for the possibility of substantial disappointment.

Bitsy sprang over the seat and took off barking as she leaped from the car. She spied one of the resident cats and chased it up a honeysuckle vine that clung to one of the back porch columns. The dog had not been so excited since spotting a fox while the family supped at a campsite in Indiana. Annie darted to the back of the house where she collared and clutched Bitsy as the pesky cat made a safe retreat. By this time, Bitsy was a wild and wiggling bundle, but Annie contained her squirms, and the little terrier returned to a lesser state of agitation.

Carter fetched a leash from the car. “Use this leash, Annie. Hang onto her in case other cats are around the house. We'd hate for Bitsy to harm one or get her eye scratched.” Dr. Young's serene demeanor belied the inner turmoil he felt. This move was difficult, not just for Annie and her mother, but likewise for him. He was starting a new career far from anything familiar during a time of horrific and widespread economic hardship. Could he be successful in supporting his family? Could they be content in this unfamiliar environment? Concern for his beloved wife and daughter was paramount. He ran his fingers through his dark, wavy hair and drew his trim six-foot frame into a resolved stance.

“Well, my dear girls, Mrs. McCormick's daughter has left a key for us on the front porch. Shall we explore our new home?” 

With a turn of the key and a swing of the door, they stepped inside the house. Ellen opened the parlor draperies, and her hazel eyes sparkled with delight at what she saw. Although sheets covered the furnishings, Ellen could tell Mrs. McCormick had decorated in excellent taste. Oak woodwork stained to a walnut tone and floral wallpaper were elegant to Annie's brown eyes as she ran her hand along the smooth and polished woodwork framing the door between the parlor and dining room.

The family proceeded from room to room. Carter and Ellen removed protective coverings from furniture and piled them in corners. As Ellen opened draperies, her diminutive form and porcelain complexion glowed with the sunlight flooding each room, the sun's rays capturing red highlights in her hair. She envisioned herself cooking in the sunny kitchen, and it pleased her that a deep windowsill over the sink might one day house her favorite house plants, African violets.

Ellen noted the accouterments. “Carter, I think I shall love this house! Aren't we fortunate Mrs. McCormick will rent it to us? I believe we'll be happy here, don't you?” Her typical sunny disposition, muted throughout the entire journey, emerged, and its raucous quality shocked Annie.

“Mama! You're so excited! You're acting just like Bitsy!” 

Carter started laughing so hard he stopped dead in his tracks. He gave Ellen a kiss on her cheek and pulled her close. The thought of Ellen Young twirling and leaping high in the air while barking as the little terrier was apt to do was hilarious in his mind. Bitsy was typical of her breed, and her stubby tail quivered with anticipation even when she sat still. 

Ellen responded to her daughter's tease in a comic and mocking voice. “No, I do not think so!”

With a quick hug to the girl and a pat to Bitsy, Ellen Young took on a spirited, high stepping march as she led the group up the stairs. 

Three bedrooms upstairs were large compared to most bedrooms of the day in which Dr. and Mrs. McCormick had built the house. A bathroom occupied a room off the short hallway, and it, too, was larger than one might have expected. It included a large linen closet and a door concealing narrow steps leading to the attic. Carter surmised the room had once been a bedroom, since indoor plumbing was not the norm at the time of the home’s construction. The clawfoot bathtub reminded Annie of the one at her grandmother's house. One bedroom was larger than the other two, so Carter questioned his wife with a simple, “Ours?”

Ellen nodded. “This one will belong to Daddy and me. You may have either of the other two you wish, Annie.”

Annie set Bitsy on the oak floor, still holding the leash in her left hand, and walked into each room. She examined the one at the end of the hall. The room was long and narrow. One window faced the front of the house, one faced the side, and the other faced the back of the property. Carter voiced the opinion that this room may have been a sleeping porch in past years. With drapes open, the sun shone in the west-facing window.

“I prefer this one, Mama. It's sunny.”

“In summer, it may get hotter than the other room, Annie,” Carter said. “The trees over here, though, once they leaf out, should help keep the sun out.” He motioned toward the south-facing window. 

Ellen concurred. “This room should be warmer during winter because it’s right above the kitchen. Remember, Carter, it won't be as hot here in summer as back home.”

“This room is now yours, Miss Anna Ruth Young.” Carter bowed and flourished as if he was meeting the Queen of England, and Bitsy jumped up to lick his hand. Bitsy's action brought forth a giggle from Annie and a wide smile from her father.

Annie gazed at the room. Two beds sat close together with a small square table between them. Two dressers and one wardrobe closet provided space for clothing. A rolled-up rug rested on the floor against one wall. 

“May I keep the second bed just in case I have a friend who wants to spend the night? I hope nice girls live here, and I'll make friends. The windows need prettier curtains than these brown ones. My movie star photographs can go on this wall next to the door. What color do you call this rug? Bitsy can sleep right next to this bed I want to be mine. Two dressers will give me lots of drawers! I love this, don't you?” The questions and declarations poured forth as Annie took in her new circumstances.

Her parents smiled and chuckled at each other, relieved their daughter appeared pleased. Carter and Ellen felt apprehension for the many changes confronting Annie. That she viewed the house and the room she had just claimed as her own with favor was a good first step toward contentment. 

As rain clouds formed, Carter suggested they unpack the car and bring its contents inside before the rain. Annie tied Bitsy to a dogwood tree in the front yard, using the rope with which they had tied her while camping on their journey. Although Annie set the dog's water bowl within easy reach, Bitsy whined as everyone pitched in to empty the car.
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UNLOADING DID NOT TAKE long. Most possessions they deposited in the middle of the parlor, with clothing dispatched upstairs to the bedrooms. Annie carried Bitsy's bed to her new room, placing the wicker basket next to the bed she planned to occupy. Ellen piled Carter's medical bag and books, along with dishes, utensils, and her pots and pans on the table in the kitchen. The few tools Carter brought found a temporary home on the covered back porch. Once they depleted the car of its contents, the three relaxed on the front porch with Carter and Ellen sitting in the two rockers while Annie and Bitsy rested on the front step. The afternoon was drawing to a close, and the trio was weary. Annie reminded her mother how much she loved lemonade as they shared a single glass of water.

“I plan to go to the market tomorrow, and lemons will be on my list. I hope they have lemons, but they may not be available. Lemons are a luxury, you know. I'm wondering where a suitable spot for our garden may be so we can plant seeds after danger of frost has passed. That decision can wait!”

The afternoon's tranquility ended with an abrupt roll of thunder and the sound of an automobile crunching and tossing gravel as it sped up the driveway.

The man behind the wheel leaned on the horn as he shouted, his head thrust out the driver's side window, “Yo, there, Youngs! Welcome!”

It was Dr. Jack Morrison, the friend who had convinced Carter to move. Dr. Morrison beamed as he bounded from his big, blue Buick sedan with its flashy white sidewall tires. A hearty, “You must be Annie!” followed a quick handshake for Carter and a peck on the cheek for Ellen. He folded his arms and smiled again, peering at the girl. Jack Morrison's rumpled, sandy hair and his too-large slacks presented a much different image from the one Annie had pictured. While Carter Young, with his dark brown eyes and wavy chocolate hair, exhibited a calm and deliberate demeanor, Jack Morrison’s was the opposite, even boisterous. He was shorter than Carter, somewhat stocky, and his keen gray eyes danced when he spoke. Jack and Carter were exceptional friends in school and had kept in touch ever since that time.

Shy, pencil-thin Annie nodded with her eyes cast in a downward stare at the step where she sat. Bitsy lurched and pulled at the leash restraining her but didn't bark as Dr. Morrison leaned over and rubbed the dog's face.

“Carter, I knew you'd be here by now. Thanks for the telegram alerting me today was arrival day. Listen, Lou has prepared a scrumptious supper, and we want you to join us. How’s that?”

Ellen protested, “Oh, I'm a mess!” yet she hoped her husband accepted the invitation. 

“Mess? Mess? Look at me! I've been hanging new curtains for Lou. My wife always finds a chore for me! These are my work clothes. You are not a mess, Ellen! C'mon my friends.” Jack's smiling eyes and enthusiastic welcome were so unbridled that Carter could not decline.

“Your invitation is too kind, Jack. We'll take you up on it, even if Ellen thinks she's a mess! Why, look at me!” Carter laughed and pointed to himself in his wrinkled shirt and dusty shoes. “If you don't mind three vagabonds invading your home, then we'd be most appreciative. We are tired and will welcome the respite. I know Lou is a grand cook, and a home-cooked meal sounds great.”

“Terrific! Jump in my old jitney! Right this minute! I'll take you there and bring you back. Annie, your pup is welcome. We have a dog, too, and we fence our yard. Those dogs will play and enjoy a fine time of it.”

A gathering of friends, a satisfying meal, and animated conversation brought Annie pleasure. Through the dining room window, she enjoyed watching Bitsy and the Morrison dog at play in the backyard. Everyone savored Lou Morrison’s chicken and dumplings, and Annie emerged from her shell, taking part in conversations.

At supper’s conclusion, the men retired to the parlor while the two women and Annie cleared the dinner table and washed dishes. Lou Morrison's chubby, buxom figure then stood in the parlor's doorway and announced, “Our guests are worn out, Jack. We will visit soon, but they must return to their new home and settle in for a good night’s sleep.”

Carter herded his two favorite girls and Bitsy toward Jack’s blue Buick out front. Once everyone exchanged hugs, handshakes, and expressions of gratitude, Jack returned his guests to their new front door.

With quiet purpose, the recent arrivals made up the beds with fresh sheets and blankets left by Mrs. McCormick, collapsed under the covers, and drifted off to sleep. Even Bitsy stirred not a smidgen after snuggling into her wicker basket. Sleep in real beds instead of in bedrolls on the hard ground or rainy nights huddled inside the cramped Dodge sedan was sheer bliss.
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EARLY SPRING GAVE WAY to early summer. Dogwood, redbud, and apple blossoms replaced daffodils and fading tulips. Winter's brown grass turned green, and the splendor surrounding them enthralled Ellen Young. From their new home in the Shenandoah Valley, Ellen could see the Blue Ridge Mountains to the east and the Alleghenies to the west. When she hung clothes on the clothesline, she often stopped and gazed at her surroundings for several moments, drinking in the sheer beauty, the likes of which she had never imagined.

The Dust Bowl had conquered the Youngs’ original home. While a verdant landscape had never been part of that environment, drought turned a treeless, semi-arid landscape into one with no grass, where ever-present winds blew topsoil away, leaving everything with a coat of red grit. The dreaded red dirt crept into houses through cracks in window casings, down chimneys, and under doors. An open window invited an invasion of red that could ruin a home's interior within minutes. Thorough furniture dusting was an often-futile daily ritual aimed at keeping a home clean and livable. A whirling dust storm could strike a clothesline, staining clothes in an orange-red hue within seconds. The scene for farmers and ranchers was even more dire, as crops withered and died, and livestock perished from a lack of water to drink and grass to eat. As the 1930s advanced, drought, wind, and the Great Depression worsened, and the despair of their former home state became legendary.

The Youngs headed east just as the mass exodus to the west began. Times back east were difficult, but known opportunity awaited the Youngs, while a grim journey and unknown future faced the poor souls bound for California. It pleased Ellen to be in this setting, remembering her former home and its memories with fondness, missing her friends and family, but sensing a new promise.

Ellen’s father was a druggist in the town from which they hailed, as was her older brother. Her younger brother was deceased, killed at the young age of thirteen when a buggy overturned after the horse pulling it bolted, frightened by a snake in the road. After the incident, Ellen's mother became more protective of her daughter. She monitored Ellen’s every move, her friends, and anticipated her thoughts. The woman read her daughter's diary with regularity and pretended to know nothing of what Ellen had confessed to its pages.

Ellen longed to attend the state university back home, but her parents did not hold higher education for their daughter as a priority. As a result, Ellen sacrificed her dream and took employment with the local clothing and fabric mercantile. There, local ladies came to appreciate her exceptional talents as a seamstress.

In this store, with the pretentious title of Miss Madeleine's Fine Apparel and Accessories Shoppe, she met Carter Young. Carter was visiting an aunt and uncle who lived in town and had entered the shop to buy a pair of gloves for his aunt's birthday.

Carter Young was the oldest child of four. His family was from the same state but lived some fifty miles southwest of Ellen's hometown. Carter’s father, a successful rancher, owned a large spread of close to a thousand acres. Carter's father desired his children to get higher education at the state university, and it thrilled him when his oldest expressed interest in a career in medicine. He assisted Carter with tuition. Carter helped with financial responsibilities, too, working in the college town's feed and seed store when he wasn't attending class. His room and board were gratis because he agreed to maintain the lawn of his elderly landlady and drive the widow in her brand-new Model T Ford wherever she needed to go. Although she had other boarders, the widow liked and trusted Carter. Ever considerate of the woman's distaste for noise and dirt, Carter removed his shoes inside the house and never allowed the screen door to slam shut. A cheerful Carter assisted her when she entered and exited the automobile and her home, engaging her in conversation.

During Carter's last year of medical school, tragedy struck. An ember escaped from the fireplace of his family's home and set the house ablaze. From what officials determined afterward, it appeared the sleeping family did not awake in time to escape. The remains of Carter's parents and those of his three younger siblings were discovered near the front door. Carter always hoped smoke inhalation overcame them before the flames did.

After the tragedy, Ellen and Carter’s relationship flourished. Their decision to marry coincided with Carter’s graduation and internship assignment to a large city hospital in a neighboring state. Jack and Lou Morrison attended Carter and Ellen’s marriage ceremony at the courthouse, but Ellen's parents did not.

After Carter’s internship ended, he and Ellen moved to her hometown, and Carter began his medical practice in their newly purchased residence. The primary reason for this move to Ellen’s hometown came from pressure from Ellen's mother. Patients accessed Carter’s office, located in two upstairs rooms of their home, by a side door. Ellen assisted him, serving as receptionist and helping with other duties.

Annie arrived on the scene one year later, and Ellen continued to help her husband with his practice. Because she possessed efficient organizational skills, she tended the baby in a small pen next to her desk and often zipped downstairs to do domestic chores between patient visits. The living quarters downstairs consisted of a living room, Carter and Ellen's bedroom, a kitchen, bathroom, and a dining room they converted into Annie's bedroom. The cozy arrangements were more than adequate for the threesome.

Nothing was good enough for Ellen's mother. She belittled her daughter’s house, Carter’s office, his patients, and the nature of his medical practice. Many patients could not pay, so they bartered for services. A few could neither pay nor barter. Dr. Young tended loose women of the locale, drunken old men, and others not blessed by station or good fortune. His clientele also included several of the town's more prominent citizens. His thoroughness in his examinations and continual study of medicine contributed to the perception he was more up to date than other physicians. A potpourri of humanity climbed the stairs to the cheery office for treatment, advice, and sometimes mere consolation.

Ellen's mother often dropped by without warning, her eyes scouring downstairs rooms for new and elegant accessories. There were none because frugal Ellen cared nothing for frivolities. The Youngs took Sunday dinner with Ellen's parents each week, and even Carter found these gatherings somewhat pleasant. Ellen's father admired Carter, but he never challenged his wife's treatment of their daughter and son-in-law, nor did he resist her intrusions upon Ellen and Carter's privacy. He remained silent, and his silence only bolstered her snubs and meddlesome ways.

After the horrific fire, Carter Young sold his family's cattle and two hundred acres of the ranch. Proceeds from the sale provided the couple with seed money to set up his practice and purchase a house. The attorney who handled the sale for the grief-stricken Carter advised him not to sell the remaining ranch land.

“Land will appreciate in value, Carter. The Lord isn't making more of it. You cannot see into the future, and this land might draw you back someday. You're selling two hundred acres now, but you have over seven hundred left. Keep it, please. Taxes are cheap. No upkeep is necessary. Land is a solid investment.”

His attorney reminded Carter of another fact. Portions of the state were rich in the substance fueling America's automobiles. If a petroleum company discovered oil on a property, whoever owned the land with its mineral rights below the surface stood to reap financial rewards. Carter Young heeded his lawyer's advice and sold just two hundred acres and the cattle. Carter's decision at a time of unimaginable grief later proved to be a salvation. 

In 1933, in this promising setting, Ellen and Carter Young hoped to make a brand-new life for their family, a content life filled not with material possessions, but with friends and fresh possibilities. While the couple revered their families and from where they came, they were ready for change.

Annie enrolled in school soon after the family moved into their rented home three miles from town, giving her two months to settle into a routine before summer recess. School was in the town, so on early weekday mornings, her father drove the Dodge to his office where Annie waited until time to walk the remaining few blocks to school. Most Thursdays, Ellen took her husband to work, delivered Annie to the school-house door, and kept the automobile for errands. Annie considered Thursdays a special treat. 

Hillview was so named because it sat in a wide valley with one mountain ridge visible to the east and another to the west. At its conception, legend had it that the town was named for its founder, a supposed Revolutionary War officer claiming to have been a personal acquaintance of General George Washington. The fellow established a homestead in a small settlement/way station and oversaw building of a town center. Soon he purchased a fair chunk of land and seized property that he claimed lacked legal ownership. A cocksure, loud, and arrogant personality, he lured in more settlers with exaggerated advertising touting the town’s potential as an up-and-coming metropolis. An honorable man he was not. His ruthless bullying, his disregard for financial obligations, and a tendency toward overindulgence of the drink created a climate of fear and distrust. Legal claims from his victims mounted, and rumors circulated that he was not an officer in the Revolution as he claimed but was instead the no-good son of a slave trader.

Early one morning, a citizen found the much-despised tyrant lying face-down in the middle of Main Street, bleeding from a severe head wound, perhaps the result of a nasty fall taken during another drunken stupor. Whether the victim of his own dereliction or of someone he cheated remained unspoken. Townspeople mulled their predicament and renamed the town. Residents held a vote (men only) and chose the name suggested by the Methodist minister’s wife, that of Hillview. No one acknowledged the name of the town's founder by the time Anna Ruth Young and her parents arrived in 1933. It was just one more unpleasant secret locals attempted to hide in the murky recesses of historical truth and fiction.

Hillview never became the metropolis its founder promised, but it grew to thrive in its own way and became the county seat. Mercantile stores provided necessities. Farms provided income and sustenance. Textiles, apple processing, and the railroad became important to the town’s growth.

After school or after spending time at the library, Annie took the short trek to her father's office and waited to ride home with her beloved daddy. She was a voracious reader, so the library became a home away from home to her. If she was not careful to keep track of the clock behind the counter, she was sometimes still reading when the library closed. On such occasions, she scampered to the office, arriving in a breathless state. An amused Dr. Young laughed aloud each time his daughter flung open the front door and rushed into his waiting room.

“I won't leave without you, Annie. I may need to make house calls on the way home, so it’s important you be punctual.” Patience was one of his most endearing traits, and Annie always recalled his manner and tried to emulate it when she became impatient.

One sun-soaked afternoon, Annie waited in a long line to check out a book she had removed from the fiction shelf. Annie liked mystery stories, and one aroused her interest. A petite, older lady not five feet tall standing in front of Annie wore an impeccable flowered dress, and the scent of rosewater encircled her presence. She leaned upon a cane and carried a large handbag slung over her left arm. As the line moved toward the counter, the woman dropped the book she was holding. Annie leaned forward, picked it up, and handed it to her. The girl noticed a brooch pinned underneath the collar of the dress the little lady wore, and Annie could not stop staring at the piece of jewelry. She had never seen a piece resembling it, and its charming ivory profile of a female face set upon a black stone entranced her.

The woman smiled at Annie, thanked her, and then stepped to the counter. Annie observed the lady’s milk colored hair pulled back from her face into a bun. Annie continued to stare at her, thinking she was elegant yet different from other older ladies she had observed downtown.

“Good afternoon, Georgia.” The woman with a slight southern drawl addressed the librarian.

The librarian, Mrs. Albright, beamed. “It’s grand to see you again! How are you doing now?”

“Oh, I’m recovered, they tell me! That pneumonia is nasty, and I feared I might not recover. My age, you understand.” Leaning into the counter, she whispered to Mrs. Albright as she adjusted her round horn-rimmed spectacles. “But here I am, Georgia!” The tiny woman appeared to dance as she addressed the librarian. Her bun even wiggled, Annie noted, and her voice rose above the whisper expected in the library.

“I’m glad you are better! It’s nice to see you back,” the librarian said.

“Thank you so much, Georgia. It's delightful to be out. Susie brought me here this lovely day so I can catch up on my reading. I haven't been able to do much, and now I must use this dreadful cane to keep my balance. Do you know I haven't even been able to meet the new doctor and his family? The ones who are renting my house? It’s dreadful I haven’t, and I plan to call on them this week. Susie says she will take me.”

Mrs. Albright's eyes brightened, and she gestured toward Annie. “Why, their daughter is standing right behind you! This is Annie Young!”

Annie stiffened, stood as upright as she could, and stared ahead. The lady turned and gazed straight into Annie's soft brown eyes. With a cheery, high-pitched voice, she set the startled girl at ease. “Annie Young, it’s so good to meet you, my dear. I am Mittie McCormick. You are renting my house, and I hope you enjoy living there. Welcome to Hillview!”

This introduction surprised Annie. She found it odd a woman of Mrs. McCormick's age introduced herself using her given name. Annie expected the woman to introduce herself in a more formal manner when addressing a minor.

Annie stuttered a moment and replied she was happy to meet the lady. Yes, she and her family liked the house.

“Annie is one of our best customers, Miz M. She loves to read just as you do. She spends many afternoons with us, and we have so enjoyed getting to know her in just this short time.” Georgia Albright winked at Annie as she spoke. 

“That is splendid! I cannot think of a better spot to spend an afternoon than in a library surrounded by volumes of literature and the sweet aroma of their leather bindings.” Mrs. McCormick's blue eyes flashed as she spoke and beamed at Annie. This tiny woman did not resemble any older person Annie had ever met. Her own stern grandmother seldom smiled. This lady with the bun and the exquisite brooch smiled and laughed in a lilting, melodious tone, and though she was frail, an aura of strength enthralled Annie. 

“Annie, I intend to have my daughter Susie drive me to call on you and your parents this week. I have been ill. It is dreadful manners, and I hope you will inform your mother and father I shall see them soon. Please apologize for me for not coming sooner. Will you do that, dear?”

“Yes.”

Mittie McCormick took her book, turned, and patted Annie on the shoulder. She more or less pranced out of the library, attempting to not lean on the cane for support, her two-inch heels clicking on the wood floor. Through the glass front door, Annie observed her on the front steps hailing a car parked in front of the building. A chic, blonde woman emerged from the driver's side of the fancy, new, beige
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