A Love for Harrison

By:  Celia DeWoody

Harrison Daily Times

I'm in love with these Ozark hills of yours.

I first introduced myself to these old hills just last May, when my new husband and I drove up on vacation from our home in Sarasota, Fla. On first sight, the Ozarks grabbed hold of me and haven't let go. As we wended our way north from Doyle's hometown of Camden, meandering up Highway 7, the flat green pastures began to roll, then lift themselves into hills, then mountains. I was enchanted.
Hanging out of the car window, I shot lots of blurry pictures of green hills and trees. I was delighted by the stone houses and walls; whole, untamed mountains without a single rooftop showing; and the delicious dollops of local color.
I spotted an ancient lady creeping carefully through her garden, pushing an empty wheelchair that she was using to steady her steps.
"Honey, she has on a bonnet....a real sunbonnet!" I hollered in delight. "I've got to get a bonnet to take back to Florida to Mama!" 
Until life dragged me, more unwilling than not, to Sarasota five years ago, I had made my home since age 17 in my mother's native Noxubee County, Miss., where I raised my two boys and taught high school English and worked at the newspaper. I still love the countryside and people of east Mississippi as I love my own flesh and blood, but my life no longer fits into its prairie boundaries. My husband and I were looking for a fresh place to make our new home, to live out the second half of our lives, and as we entered the Arkansas Ozarks, we knew we'd found it.
"I want to see these mountains in the full summertime, and in the fall, and in the winter," I told him. Seeing these hills dressed in their varying shades of spring green, I was already longing to make them my own by living among them through the turning of the seasons.
Mountains had been the backdrop for much of my childhood, when I had rambled happily through the Cascades and Olympics of the Pacific Northwest with my daddy and little sister. After 30 years in the flatlands, in my beloved Black Prairie of Mississippi and in the hot sandy pancake of southwest Florida, I found myself longing for mountains in my life again, desperately thirsty for green hills and hardwoods, for a horizon with peaks and valleys.
As we trekked farther north through the increasingly hilly Arkansas countryside, I drank in the mountain scenery. Unexpected emotions welled up, sort of the opposite of homesickness. Home-wellness. Home-foundness. I felt like I had found the new home of my heart.
These Ozarks of yours, from the very beginning, felt like a place where I belonged.
Before we headed back to Florida last May, we had made the big, life-changing decision: Go back to Sarasota, renovate the townhouse we'd just bought, sell it and move to Harrison. Our Florida families didn't believe us at first, but we were determined - we were moving to the Ozarks. We couldn't wait to tell my sweet mother-in-law Ruby, a displaced south Arkansan living in Sarasota and as homesick as a Southerner be. She was overjoyed at the news, and I'm pretty sure she started packing that afternoon.
The three of us finally moved to Harrison in late December. My younger son joined us in March. And y'all, we're loving every minute of it. 
We've been here for the seven-inch snow, an amazing treat for winter-starved folks like us, and for a handful of tangy single-digit mornings. We've been here for the hailstorms and tornado warnings. And, hallelujah, we've been here for the dogwoods. Oh, they'd been telling me about your dogwoods, but nothing could really prepare me for the bridal beauty of them. We have dogwoods in Mississippi, but not like these sweet trees, their uplifted blossoms so white they looked like they were glowing in the April sunshine.
Now we're already rolling up the year's sunny incline toward official summertime. I can't wait to see what's over that next Ozark hilltop. 
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