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For my desert companions:

Grandma loved it first.

Dad and Mom gave me life on the edge of it.

Jake, Will, and I found imagination there.

Josh, Judge, Kale, and Sarah risk it with me still.

 


“Some seeds need the crack of freezing darkness
Others seek the warmth of wintered over leaves
Some flowers trust the bee to carry pollen
others risk the wind.”

—Linda Hussa

 


Prologue

I pass my hands over the tops as I weave. Unforgiving branches punish my bare legs for stealing their soft, silvery green leaves. I rub them between my hands, and the scent brings clarity.

“It makes me feel young again, darling. Do you smell it?”

Strength in the absence of nurturing—how could I not find kinship? Sagebrush trampled, windswept, mocked, and overlooked—is there life therein? There is! A taproot has been searching, spreading out below this arid plain toward the source of life. Deep, go wider, deeper! Live so others may, also!

“At what juncture did I choose to live, you ask? No longer the dry bones I was as a young girl or lone tumbleweed? It’s never easy to pinpoint the exact moment of resuscitation. And here you are, dear granddaughter, the same age I was at the hotel in Denio, full of questions and yearning for something you can’t quite pinpoint. Perhaps, if we sit awhile, here in the desert air, we can unravel my story, the tapestry of my days. Maybe you will be able to see it.”

 


Chapter 1
Dry Bones Live
1910

It could have been in the moment when I was sweeping the porch, a foolish task in the gusty desert of Denio. Afternoon winds were certain in Nevada, but sweeping was the excuse I gave my aunt to stare northwest, toward Oregon. If I listened just right, I’d catch the giggling whispers of my little brother and sisters, whom I hadn’t seen in twelve years. But it’s you, Papa, I want to hear! You never finished what you were telling me before Mama ripped me from you—forever.

I was in these musings, head down, hair whipping about my face, when he appeared.

“Want me to spell you awhile? If you’re hoping to clear away the dust, it could be a long day.”

His words were melodious. I hugged the broom to my side and stood as one turned to stone. A breath finally escaped, and I turned slightly to see through the hair across my face. My ears were not accustomed to such a joyful tone, his words coming as if in slow motion.

“Let go of the broom and let me have a look at you,” said the large grin standing across the patio. He made it sound as if he had been sent for me.

I was a stranger to such pleasantries. I’d been helping my aunt run a hotel near the border of Oregon and Nevada for close to three years—without a smile or a “hello” from a patron. Was my imagination going wild? This man had every ounce of his attention on me, and he had the biggest, friendliest smile I’d ever seen. He was laughing as he talked. Each sound awakened in me the realization that I did, in fact, have a beating heart.

“My name is Henry, and I took a room here. I came down to photograph a few of the local families.”

I hid in my silence and nodded. I stiffly handed him the broom and broke into a near run toward the door. I almost collided with Aunt Ruth as I rushed in.

“What’re you up to now? I asked you an hour ago to start the soup. Were you listening for voices again, you harebrained girl? The pot’s on, but the potatoes need peeling.”

I was relieved to put some distance between myself and that man, intruder-of-my-solitude. I glanced out the window and saw him standing kind of lopsided with the broom at his side. I didn’t know that one could be so long and lanky. It seemed to go hand in hand with his huge grin. I went toward the kitchen and heard the door behind me open with a whoosh.

“Miss, we haven’t met properly, and here’s your broom.”

“Good luck getting a word out of her,” my aunt said with a chuckle. “You may as well talk to the broom.”

Henry laughed. “I can be patient.”

“If Corrie can pull it together, supper should be ready in thirty minutes.”

“Yes—Corrie,” Henry said my name with a contented calm. He tipped his hat to Aunt Ruth and went to find his room.

Yes—Corrie? I said to myself. He had said my name as if he had already known. It’s actually Mary Cordelia, I thought smugly. Although nobody had called me that since I left home. That was just as well. There wasn’t a single soul alive who knew the real me. The Corrie people saw was just a flighty, awkward girl who stared for long spells out into the desert. Harmless enough, I guess. But Mary Cordelia? That name made me want to crawl out of my skin. Mary Cordelia was orphaned and hated—by her own mother. Not to mention, an accomplice to murder. Surely that man wouldn’t be able to know that about me? That I was unwanted—and a murderer?

I was peeling potatoes as if my life depended on it, save the couple glances I had stolen his way . . . tall . . . vibrant . . . unreal. My senses were under attack. I dumped the potatoes in the soup and turned to escape to our living quarters.

“I hope you added more on account of our guest.”

“Yes, Aunt Ruth, but I’m not feeling well. If it’s okay, may I stay in the room during supper?” I wasn’t lying. It is a strange feeling to have your dry bones begin to take on flesh!

“No, you won’t. Henry is pleasant and seems set on getting to know you. Go freshen up and get right back down here.”

You don’t ignore a lady who runs a hotel in a place like Denio. She was so anxious to be rid of me! She had said that more times than I could count.

“It’d be such a relief to have a young man’s help around here. He could do the repairs as well as the few chores you manage to get done—and in half the time, too!”

I plunged my hands into the basin and splashed water over my face. I scrubbed hard as I tried to erase the thoughts waging war in my head.

Who was this man striding into my existence like he was my salvation? My newfound pulse was pounding in my ears. Was this even healthy? Wasn’t it too late for me to truly live? This awakening brought back memories I’d hoped were dead. Lookout . . . the Widow Rawlings . . . Martin . . .

* * *

I was standing just a stone’s throw from the widow’s house in Lookout, the bridges being just around the bend. A mist was suspended over the water, shrouding the dangling legs of the men.

“Hush, Corrie, take a breath. It’s over. We need to get back before the fire goes out, and we may as well start the day. They’re going back to get the old man, and I don’t want to be here for that. I’ve seen enough. There won’t be any rest for us tonight and no eternal rest for those forsaken souls. I should punish you for leaving the children and following me here, but it looks like you’re already suffering enough with what you just saw.”

It was a very harsh glimpse of reality for an eight-year-old girl. I’d let out a scream the moment Martin was pushed off of the bridge. My body could neither move nor remember how to breathe. Mrs. Rawlings gave my arm a stiff tug, and I half walked, half dragged behind her. I tried to look back toward the bridges, but the darkness engulfed me. I imagined the lifeless bodies swaying. They’d be left there until morning.

“I’m so relieved that’s over. Now we can all live in peace,” Mrs. Rawlings said as she rushed into the house and straight to the stove.

She gave the pot a stir and threw the lid back on with a thud. “The fire’s nearly out. Corrie, punch down the dough and get those bread pans ready. When word gets out, our business will surely prosper!”

I carried the heavy bowl from the back of the stove to the table. The spongy mass let out a sigh as I punched down its middle. I let out the breath I felt I’d been holding since the men—and the boy—were thrown from the bridges. I dumped the dough onto the table and started to punch it. Punch and fold, push and fold. With each fold, I tucked in my feelings—no one seemed to care about my feelings. The ones left were pushed away with the others, long forgotten—joy, affection. That takes care of that, I am all out. It was a relief that I wouldn’t have to bother with those anymore. Love was folded neatly back in. Hope was the last thing I’d been holding onto. It made me sick the way Mrs. Rawlings had watched them lose their lives and then, in the same half hour, had worried over the cooking. Wasn’t there more value to life? Was there something more precious to be found? I guessed not. I was done looking.

“Corrie, if you punch that dough anymore, I doubt it’ll ever rise again.”

“You’re right,” I whispered.

* * *

They say memories can resurface decades later without the least bit of warning. In this case, it’d almost been one decade since I’d witnessed the lynchings at the river. Now, as I stood in the room in Denio, with water dripping over the front of my dress, the memory took on fantasy. I longed for my papa to have been there, instead of the widow, taking me in his arms to shield me from the sight of those bodies hanging from the bridges.

“You shouldn’t be here, Corrie. Don’t look!”

“It’s too late, Papa,” I said with a sob into his shoulder. “I already saw.”

I must have said this out loud because Aunt Ruth gave me another one of her strange glances.

“Corrie! Your dress is soaked, and you haven’t even combed out your hair. Henry is already seated, and we need to get the supper out.”

She was ripping a comb through my tangled hair.

“Seventeen years old, and I’m grooming you like a child. Just put on a fresh apron over that dress, and we’ll have to call it ‘Good.’”

She soaked up my tears with a towel and nearly took a layer of skin as well. With a final shove, I was through the doorway and facing Henry.

“Corrie, you’re radiant!”

No, you are the one who shines. Henry was, in fact, making a home in my heart.

Don’t think me improper, but in that moment, I knew that I wanted this man as my own. I hadn’t wanted anything for so long. Just a glance at him kindled my soul. Neither was there anything impure in this man’s attentions. It was as if he was born loving me, as if he had been made for me. With one breath rolling its course across the desert, our future was settled.

“Where are you from, Henry?” Aunt Ruth asked between slurps of soup.

“From God’s country, up north,” Henry answered her with a twinkle in his eye. “I would like to photograph you and your niece tomorrow, if that’s okay with you, Mrs. Loren?”

“No Mrs. I’ve never been married,” my aunt said stiffly.

“Pardon me, ma’am,” Henry said, kindly, of course. He had nothing but goodness in him . . . in his eyes . . . in his smile . . .

“There’ll be no charge for the photograph. Won’t it be nice to have one hanging in your establishment?”

“That’d be fine,” she agreed. “I’ll be able to remember Corrie by it.”

“Yes,” Henry said.

It sounded like everything was agreed! Without a word, he knew I’d be leaving with him. I could barely contain my beating heart or my shaking hands as I went through the pretense of eating. Somebody finally loved me, wanted me . . .

“Supper was wonderful,” Henry said as he rose from the table.

He walked over and took my hands, helping me to stand. His presence overwhelmed me. My feet were useless, but somehow I was standing as if on air. Then he did something only my papa had done—he gently lifted my chin.

“Let me look at you, Corrie. There’s no reason to keep your head down so low. Tomorrow, I’ll be photographing the families in the morning light, and I’ll be watching for you. There are usually a few others who’ll decide to have their photograph done as well. I’ll see you then?” His eyes smiled, and he kissed my hand.

I had still not uttered a single word to Henry, but my heart was telling me that this was who Papa had spoken of that dark day at his bedside.

 


Chapter 2
Hand of the Lord
1898

In my memory, the light was dim and the air stale that afternoon in my childhood home.

“Papa’s very sick, Mary Cordelia. You’d better go say goodbye.”

Goodbye?

Mama was on her hands and knees, frantically scrubbing the floor as she talked, never giving a moment’s pause for me to respond.

“Now, I know this’ll be very hard on you. He always treats you like a favorite. Out of all twelve kids, he chose you. I warned him of playing favorites! It never ends well—look at Isaac and Rebekah! I’m sorry, but now that he’s sick, I just can’t have you underfoot. The others are old enough to bring in money or watch over things while I work. Of course, the babies are too little to send away. You are just sort of stuck in the middle. Remember the widow, Mrs. Rawlings, in California? She knows you’re handy enough with cooking and children, and she could really use your help. She never had children of her own, but she took in some young orphans, bless her heart. She serves meals in her town. You can be brave for the family, can’t you? Now I’ll take you in to see Papa, for just a minute. He tires easily, and we can’t have another spell. Don’t upset him. You hear? Go on.”

Mama thrust me toward the bedroom she and Papa shared. Her hands were cold and wet on my arms, and the door felt unusually heavy as I pushed it open. I watched my feet as I shuffled in. It was dark, a weighty darkness on my small shoulders.

“My little Corrie-girl, is that you? Let me see my girl.”

Papa beckoned me with his open hand, the kindest work-worn hand. He pulled me toward him and lifted my chin.

“Mama told me you are going to stay with Mrs. Rawlings down in Lookout.” A tear rolled down his cheek.

“Yes, Papa, but I can’t leave you.” My throat was tight, and my voice didn’t sound my own.

“I don’t want to be without my little girl, either, but it won’t be forever.”

“So I’ll come back to you when you’re better?”

“Yes, we’ll be apart for a time, but then together again, Corrie.”

 It would be some time before anyone else would look me directly in the eye. He had truth in his eyes.

“I love you, Corrie, but let me tell you of One . . .

“Mary Cordelia, it looks like you’re upsetting him,” Mama interrupted and grabbed my arm. “I told you only a minute.”

“No, Mama!” I was breaking up inside as she pulled me from him.

“Corrie, there’s One who loves you more than I . . .” Mama yanked me hard, and my hand slipped from Papa’s. My sobs filled the house, and Mama carried me out to the shed.

“I’m sorry, Mary Cordelia. I just can’t have him suffer another spell. Please stay out here until you can control yourself. I do love you.”

Mama gave me an awkward hug, “I’m going to go and pack a few things for you. What an adventure you’re going to have in California!”

It was dark before I felt my way back to the house. Mama and Papa’s door was shut, and I wasn’t to see Papa again. Maybe being his favorite had made me the most dispensable in Mama’s eyes.

* * *

My folks had lived nearest the community of Haynesville, Oregon for nearly fifteen years. The town’s name had been changed to Lorella, but it’s hard to change the habits of country people. My papa had moved my mama and my oldest siblings from Arkansas, and Mama had never forgiven him. His dream was to raise cattle in the West, and that is just what he did before he got sick. They eventually had twelve children altogether. Mama’s bitterness toward Papa seemed to rub off on the older kids, and it’s no wonder Papa did not feel particularly fond of them. They couldn’t wait to grow up and move back to the East.

My mama’s sour attitude toward my papa’s decision to move would come back to get her. I later heard that it didn’t take too many years after my papa died for each of them to pick up and move. Not a single one of them cared beans for her or invited her to go with them. You would think she would have had the youngest ones to comfort her. Necessity, however, had caused her to farm the twins out not long after she sent me away. They were living a charmed life in western Oregon. It’s to my mama’s credit that she left them there to be raised since it seemed they had loving folks. The baby had succumbed to meningitis, and Mama was left all alone. Alone is where I’ll leave her until a more fitting part of the story.

In all the years of wishing that Papa and Mama had never crossed paths with the widow Mrs. Rawlings, I couldn’t deny that their meeting was an interesting story. Papa had never raised cattle before; he’d just read about it in novels. It had been his dream ever since he was a boy, and it must have got into his blood. He loved cattle until the day he died, and by then he was a well-respected cattleman. Land was still up for grabs in that part of the country when he arrived. It was plentiful, in fact—what wasn’t plentiful was cattle for sale. After settling in, Papa heard about a bull and several heifers for sale in northern California. By this time, poor Mr. Rawlings was nearing his end, and Mrs. Rawlings was ready to be out of the cattle business. The bull and three heifers were all that was left. Papa left with a single deadbeat saddlehorse to travel down to collect the cattle.

In those days, you were at the mercy of fellow travelers or neighbors to find where someone lived. As Papa neared the Lookout area, formerly Riverside, at Whitley’s Ford, he started inquiring as to where to find the almost-widow who was selling the cattle. Maybe the sly chuckles and grins from these informers should have been a warning to my papa. His good nature would never allow suspicion, however, and with the directions to the Rawlings place, he headed there straightaway.

The Rawlings lived in one of the few houses right in Lookout proper. Their house and property were in a terrible state of disrepair, probably an eyesore to the proud people of the town. Young Mr. Rawlings had been kicked in the head by a cow over two years ago, and Mrs. Rawlings was barely making ends meet. (Maybe my papa should have taken note about the kicking cow.) However, he wasn’t there for a cow—just a bull and three young heifers. Does that set off a warning to you? Any bull placed with three young heifers will be tempted into mischievous behavior. But, more than that, these Rawlings cattle seemed to possess a fiery gene. An experienced cattleman would know to avoid that gene pool, but my papa was too full of enthusiasm to be deterred. All he could see was that his dream was coming to fruition.

Poor Mrs. Rawlings was a sight to behold, aged way beyond her years. Papa said she had a funny way of fixing her hair—it was sticking out in one direction too many. My papa felt so bad for her that he almost offered to stay around awhile to help.

“I am so sorry, Mr. Loren, but I don’t think the bull is here,” she said as she twisted her apron nervously. “I can’t leave my Charles for more than a few minutes, and I didn’t see where he headed.”

“That’s nothing to worry about, ma’am. I should be able to locate him. You get back in there with Mr. Rawlings, and I’ll see what I can do.”

Oh, sweet Papa.

My papa nearly knew every soul in Lookout by the time he located that bull. The Rawlings’s fences were unfit to contain an animal with such compelling intentions, and the bull had been paying neighborly visits. Mrs. Rawlings surely knew that my papa had been heaven-sent. He made good on his word to find that bull and still buy it after such a hassle. The money from that sale would be enough to see her through her husband’s impending death and some months that followed.

Sometimes, I imagined that Mrs. Rawlings chuckled at her good fortune as she watched my papa ride off with his horse and unruly purchase. I imagined those chuckles growing until she was doubled over with laughing. Tears streaming down her face, she probably laughed away all those years of tension. I was glad for her, then.

They say Lookout got its name for the small, rolling hills amid the round open valley. From the hills, Indians could stand watch over any impending trouble. Who had been watching then? No sentry had given warning about what was headed their way. Mrs. Rawlings had enjoyed a bit of reprieve from worries both behind and ahead. It turned out that her cattle were the lucky ones to have gotten out of that country.

But now, back to Papa and his cowboy training... He had the task of keeping his knothead horse moving at a pace to keep up with his half-crazed cattle. The bull had never been in such close proximity to those young beauties before, and he was trying to make an impression. At every homestead along the way, those heifers were frantically trying to seek refuge. In this manner, Papa was introduced to every man between Lookout and Haynesville. I told you my papa was a favorable man, and now he had friends spread across two states. With all those friends, why did they choose Mrs. Rawlings to be my keeper? Perhaps Papa had compassion toward her situation? Or I was sent to be a witness of all that was to come?

Papa was a seasoned cowboy by the time he trotted home to our rough-cut corrals. He had fashioned a long willow switch and was able to keep his herd more controlled. He had even used his lasso a time or two. My brothers said his grin could be seen flashing from an unbelievable distance. He was a cattleman now, and the trip had been a success. That was his optimism for you. My mama could only see the negative side. He had left her alone in that strange country for entirely too long with the children. Now he had come home thinner, with a thinner horse and four rangy cattle. All she saw was more mouths to feed. What she couldn’t foresee was the three more mouths there would be to feed in due time. Their cattle business was already growing.

In time, Papa learned that he needed to breed out the craziness from those cattle. The boys had also learned a lot from that first herd and did not suffer for entertainment—but the damage became too much. Kindly neighbors offered to swap bulls. They were looking for a bit more spunk and hardiness in their bloodlines, and then Papa was able to mellow out his herd. As his cattle increased, so did his children. Mama was kept so busy with young’uns she hardly had the breath to complain.

It was in her face, however. Bitterness and childrearing left their mark. Her surly expressions were in stark contrast to the jovial nature of my papa. Why did my siblings choose to take part in her discontent? Isn’t it light that beckons the human soul? When I finally came along, my eyes were trained on my papa’s goodness. My mama was too preoccupied, at first, to notice my attachment. My older sister was not thriving, and Mama fretted over her while Papa rejoiced in me. His kind hands cradled me, and his smiling eyes searched for me. Nothing tied me to Mama. As soon as I was able, I followed Papa into the bright outdoors, like a string tugged from his heart to mine. The fresh air was exhilarating in contrast to the stifling, sickly indoors. My lazy brothers were usually crowded around the table waiting for food while my sisters fought over the looking glass. If my papa had a fault, it was saving that willow switch for the cattle only. He waited too long in earning the respect of his family.

As I said, it was his light that drew me. There was no doubt he loved me. He would read to me for what seemed like hours under the shade tree, and I would stare out at the pastures and hills beyond. It was our way of escape from the others. I couldn’t remember what books he read, but it was his presence I craved—his voice. He also taught me everything about ranching. I grew to love the cattle as much as he did. I did not know that in just a few short years, living as a stranger with the widow Rawlings, these creatures would be my closest companions.
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