
Chapter 2

Chapter 2 begins with the stark yet breathtaking landscape of Baileyville, a remote
town nestled deep within the Appalachian Mountains, where rugged terrain and close-
knit communities define daily life. The town’s modest wooden structures, scattered
along winding dirt roads, contrast with the dense forests and towering hills that
encircle it. Within this isolated yet lively settlement, the Baileyville WPA Packhorse
Library emerges as a beacon of hope, determined to bring literature and knowledge to
families living in the most secluded corners of the region.

At the heart of this endeavor is Alice Van Cleve, an Englishwoman far from the
comforts of her homeland, striving to carve out a new identity in a town that views her
with curiosity and occasional skepticism. Despite the cultural differences, Alice is
captivated by the mission of the Packhorse Library, recognizing its potential to
transform lives and connect a community long separated by geographical barriers and
limited resources. Her initial days are filled with the challenges of adjusting to local
customs, enduring the expectations placed upon her as a married woman, and proving
her worth among the other librarians, particularly the formidable Margery O’Hare.

Margery, a fiercely independent woman with a reputation for defying social norms,
becomes both an ally and a mentor to Alice, demonstrating the resilience needed to
navigate the mountainous trails and the often resistant attitudes of the townspeople.
Having spent years delivering books to isolated families, Margery understands the
power of literature in providing both escape and education, and she encourages Alice
to embrace the physical and emotional demands of the job. Together, they set out on
horseback, braving treacherous paths, unpredictable weather, and wary locals,
determined to fulfill their mission.



Among the many individuals they encounter, Jim Horner stands out—a man struggling
to provide for his family while burdened by personal loss. His hesitant acceptance of
books for his daughters, despite his initial reservations, exemplifies the slow but
meaningful impact of the library’s outreach. Similarly, Frederick Guisler, a kind-hearted
businessman, lends his support to the librarians, reinforcing the idea that literacy and
knowledge can foster unity in a town where tradition often overshadows progress.

As Alice becomes more immersed in her work, she starts to question the constraints of
her own life, particularly her relationship with her husband, Bennett, and her place
within the conservative Van Cleve household. The library offers her a sense of freedom
she has never known, allowing her to explore both the vast landscapes of Kentucky
and the possibilities of an independent future. Each journey into the mountains
solidifies her connection to the community, providing moments of both hardship and
fulfillment as she witnesses firsthand the hunger for knowledge among those who have
been historically overlooked.

Despite resistance from some townspeople who see the library as a challenge to
traditional values, the librarians remain steadfast, driven by the belief that education
can empower even the most marginalized individuals. With every book delivered, they
are not just offering stories but planting the seeds of change, igniting curiosity in
children, and inspiring adults to see the world beyond the confines of their
circumstances. For Alice, this newfound purpose is both exhilarating and terrifying, as
it forces her to confront truths about herself and the life she thought she was destined
to lead.

By the end of the chapter, the Packhorse Library is no longer just a workplace for
Alice—it has become a symbol of her growing independence and desire for something
more. Through the friendships she forms and the experiences she accumulates, she
begins to redefine what home and belonging truly mean. The rugged Appalachian
trails, once unfamiliar and daunting, now represent a path toward self-discovery,
shaping the course of her journey in ways she never anticipated.


