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Dedication


To Grandma and Grandpa Scott. Our time together was too short, but love abounds in my memories of you. 






Chapter 1
1923


It was just after midnight when Dr. Frank Scott heard banging on his door.  
He lay awake for a moment, staring at the darkness. It was so thick that opening his eyes made little difference. Sleep still filled his head, making for momentary confusion. 
It had been raining; he remembered the thunder. He rubbed his face to clear his head. 
The pounding on his door started again, louder and more insistent, finally bringing him fully awake. 
He climbed out of bed, his heartbeat suddenly quick with dread; a middle-of-the-night visit never meant good things. He used his hands to guide him through the blackness to the front door of his small two-room house.
He opened the door to find Sam Campbell, a lanky young fellow with the stoop of an old man. He looked at Dr. Frank from under a likewise slouching, dripping wet field hat.
“Doc, I'm sorry sir about havin' to bother you so late an all, but Kathleen said you better come quick, because that girl isn't doing so good.”
“Kathleen? I don't know what you mean . . . what girl?”
“I can tell you more on the way, but I think you should see it. I mean, her,” he said shaking his head. 
“Alright Sam. Come on in while I put some clothes on.”
Sam looked behind him for permission, but with no one there to ask, he seemed intent on staying on the wet porch.
“Come on Sam. I'll only be a minute,” Dr. Frank said motioning the man inside. Sam didn't say anything but stepped gingerly over the threshold.
Dr. Frank closed the door and then left him to go dress. He found the clothes he'd carefully draped over the back of the one chair in his bedroom and dressed hurriedly, all the while wondering what the devil could be calling him to Evan and Kathleen Emerson's place in the middle of the night. Sam was Kathleen's brother and, while not brimming with brain capacity, he was trustworthy. Kathleen certainly would not have sent him if the matter were not urgent.
He grabbed his black medical bag from the chair, and then feeling his way across the top of a desk that filled the cramped space between his bed and the wall, he touched the worn leather Bible he inherited from his father. Things sometimes turned badly before the minister could be found; he was somewhat of a wandering type. 
Frank placed the Bible carefully inside his bag and hurried back to where Sam still stood, not having moved more than an inch from the door.
“Alright, Sam. Let's go,” he said. Dr. Frank followed him out to Evan's wagon.
Summer heat couldn't keep a shudder from running through him as the storm's retreating winds brushed his newly woken skin. He climbed up to the front of the wagon and slid his bag under the bench. Sam started the horses, and they lurched back as the wheels sprang free of the black Texas clay.
Though he promised more information on the way, Sam was strangely silent as they bumped through the puddles of the rutted dirt road. His silence disturbed Dr. Frank; Sam usually filled any amount of empty space with an unending string of stories, all unrelated except for being often repeated by Sam. But the young man looked straight ahead, occasionally taking a moment to push his hat back from his face.
“Sam, what girl were you talking about? Is it one of the laborers' wives or daughters?” Dr. Frank asked, raising his voice over the battering of the rain.
“No . . . I don't know.” He stopped and searched for the words. “They just found her, on the road, all beat up and stuff.”
“Who found her?”
“Evan and Kathleen when they were comin' back from Ma's.” He shook his head. “I don't know who she is Doc, but,” he bent toward Dr. Frank and said quietly, “she's a colored girl, and I gotta tell you, Evan ain't too happy about her being in the house.”
Dr. Frank sat back and took in this piece of information. The urgency in the matter might not be medical after all. More likely, Evan wanted someone to take the injured wanderer off his hands. 
He could see Kathleen, as clear as day, insisting that they take the girl to their house. Evan was physically strong as an ox, but he had no defense against Kathleen's powers of persuasion. Dr. Frank smiled to himself at the picture. She was always beautiful, but even more so when she wanted her way.
By the time they arrived, the doctor had lost some of his apprehension for what he might find, sure that the situation required more discussion than doctoring, but when he saw Kathleen's face at the door, he knew something was very wrong. 
Her blond hair curled around her face in sweat, and blood covered her sleeves where she had rolled them to her elbows. Her blue eyes had the intensity of someone consumed by an unpleasant task—a look Dr. Frank knew covered his own face when he tended to patients on the verge of death.
“Frank, thank God you're here. I think the baby is in danger or might be coming, and I don't think I can do it.” She grabbed his arm and began pulling him into the house.
“The baby? Kathleen, what is going on here? Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she said waving off his concern. “Please Frank, just come. You'll see everything in a moment.” 
She pulled him to a room just down the hall from the front door. A bright light came from the doorway though the rest of the house was dim, with only the light of a neglected fire coming from the front room. When he looked in, he saw two coal oil lamps blazing on small tables on either side of the bed. In the middle lay the most gut-wrenching sight he'd ever seen.




Chapter 2
1996


Days in Texas stretch farther than they do in other places. Sheets of vivid green pull tight against the earth until they are finally tucked under the billowing blue sky. Just earth and sky, Northeast Texas is simplicity at its finest, striking but comforting, open but not too revealing. I came to Texas looking for a revelation. The kind that clears away uncertainty and puts the ground under your feet. Something like a family does when you've got one to do it for you. 
Family . . . the word always sounded foreign to me. I've heard it all my life but never really understood its meaning. It was something other people had, but I could only imagine—
like trying to know what it's like to sleep in a mansion when you live in a beat-up old trailer in a beat-up, old trailer park. I never knew my father. I don't even know if my mother ever knew my father, other than in the Biblical sense. 
Sad as that is, what is even sadder is that the only person with whom I shared any blood, my mom, died of breast cancer the year I started fourth grade, leaving me to the mercies of the Washington State foster care system. I went through some not-so-nice people to get to some nice people who sheltered me and gave me a home for the last two years of high school. I know they loved me in their way, but it was more like a distant relative kind of love, and at the time, that really was good enough.
But at thirty, I'd been alone for a long time. I had a couple of friends from college days, work acquaintances, and dated a little, but close relationships were not my thing. I could leave Tacoma, my place of residence, and not really miss anyone or be missed by anyone. 
Freedom, some might call it; rootless and lonely is how it feels.
The only family connections I had were a letter, two pictures, and the words on the back. The first picture showed me as a baby held by an old lady with hair tied into a bun that left ringlets around her face. She seemed beautiful to me, even with the many wrinkles that radiated out of her smile as she held me. This was my Grandma Whitney, my mom's mother, during the only time she visited us before she died. She also wrote the one letter I had. She wrote to tell my mother that her grandmother, Kathleen Emerson, had died. 
The letter had a copy of the obituary, but it had been torn just below the line announcing her death. It was dated 1966, the year I was born.
The other picture isn't as clear since it is contraband. I know the girl in the picture is my mother, Cora Whitney, at about eighteen. I could tell it was her as soon as I found the picture. 
My mother caught me, sitting in her closet, looking at this picture I'd found on the floor while trying on her shoes. I loved to dress in her high heels to hear them click on the kitchen floor as I walked around. She came to get me for lunch, and there I was, still sitting on the closet floor. 
When I asked her who was in the picture, her face went pale. She ripped it out of my hand, tore it into pieces, and threw it in the trash. She never said a word, just sat me down to my chicken noodle soup as usual. But I knew where she kept the Scotch tape, and I wanted to have the only picture I'd ever seen with my mother in it. There's a boy in the picture too. The back of the picture says simply, “Draper, Texas.”
Texas—a state as foreign to me as a desert is to a slug. So it came to me one morning as I looked at myself in my mirror (after a long night of waiting for the results of a mayoral election so I could photograph for the Tacoma Morning News the jubilation or uncomfortable silence of the supporters of an unnaturally thin fifty-five-year-old woman in a purple suit) that I needed a vacation. Why not go to Texas? The place nagged at the back of my mind like a hangnail that keeps getting snagged on stuff, but you're too busy or lazy to cut it off. I wanted to go there. I knew it as I looked deep into my own green eyes.
So, in a moment of desire for self- and familial- discovery, I decided to spend my first vacation in three years excavating information on my mom's family in Texas. It was 1996, and technology wasn’t much help in a search like this, at least not for normal people like me. I knew my few clues might not add up to much, but I needed to try anyway.
My decision to visit Texas surprised my few so-called friends at work. Ed at the copy desk has a comment for everything (most of them unoriginal and garnered from such intellectuals as Homer—that would be Simpson). He found ample opportunity for saying to his colleagues, loud enough so I could hear, “Texas, yeah, I stepped in that once.” But Ed's stupidity and his obvious crush on me were absolutely no deterrent. 
I didn't have much to go on, and I didn't have much of a plan, but I knew something waited for me in Texas. I could feel the light touch of it inside, like the soft, stormless Washington rain. 
I packed up my Jetta, bought an atlas, and drove until Draper, Texas greeted me in all its earthly flatness.
[image: image-placeholder]I arrived in Draper in the late afternoon on a July day that had me wishing more than once that my car had air conditioning. My Washington upbringing hadn’t prepared me for the heat, and even less for the humidity. The air felt like invisible floating silk. Air is something you're not supposed to notice, but in Texas every part of the atmosphere becomes apparent. 
The Northwest's signature army of tall needly pines hides almost everything from a newcomer's eyes. Not so here. As I drove toward the small town, I could see the bare sides of the earth. The horizon formed a perfect line in some places. Corn popped up in a few fields, but in the distance, I could see hundreds of housetops poking up at the sky like triangular hills in the landscape. A few road construction signs along the highway hinted at a change in the little town up ahead. Though there wasn't much in the way of retailers yet, I passed enough SUVs to tell me children and their parents lived here—new families in new homes. 
The people back home would never believe you could tell so much about a place without standing on top of something like the Space Needle, but it's hard to hide when there are no hiding places.
A lonely Ford dealership, which looked like it was built before the invention of the car, sat on the busy corner of the highway and Pelton Road, which promised to take me to Draper. I turned and followed it for about a mile. In that mile, I passed two churches, one Methodist and one Baptist. That seemed like a lot of religious representation for a small town. 
Then low and behold I came to a third church. This one didn't proclaim any specific religious affiliation. The only sign in front was a marker proclaiming it to be a historical site. It was a white, plain box of a building supporting a tall bell tower and sitting in front of a cornfield. Pa, Laura, and the rest of the Ingalls family would have looked at home standing outside talking to Nelly and her folks.
A few leaning gravestones stood at the side of the church caged in by a loopy, wire fence and surrounded by the tiny suns of' wild sunflowers. It looked like a good place to start looking for dead people, so I pulled into the gravel parking lot to take a look around.
I hadn't been out of the car since Oklahoma City, and the combination of shorts and vinyl seats produced enough sweat on the back of my thighs to water the crops around here for a month. Once I finally slid out of the car, I let out a huge, grateful sigh as a breeze—not a cool one, but a breeze nonetheless—passed around my legs.
It was still light out but heading toward dusk. I leaned up against the car and gazed across the hood, chin resting on my hands, and took in the bigness of the sky. You'd think I'd never seen it before, but I guess maybe I never really had, not like this anyway. Fluffy jet-puffed clouds billowed up from flat bottoms, making the sky look like a bubble bath if you held your breath and looked up from underneath. 
I've always loved the mountains, something this place seriously lacked, but as I watched the display of clouds, it struck me as a sort of moving, changing mountain range shaped by the wind or diluted by the rain. The sky and the earth aren't so different in that way, and standing there, seeing it all, the perfect symmetry of it made me feel small, but in a good way, the kind of smallness that means there are bigger and better things. 
I wondered if my mother or my grandmother loved it here. Did they notice the clouds, or did they simply see the grain in the fields, the full and bloated stalks that meant clothes and food for the family, or the dry withered stems that held little promise of income?
As I reached back into the car window to get my camera, I heard footsteps behind me. Feeling suddenly vulnerable about my backside sticking so confidently out the window, I jumped back too fast and slid on the gravel, falling hard and tush first onto a beautiful pair of cowboy boots. Before I could get a look at whose feet I was sitting on, two hands were under my armpits lifting me up.
“You all right there? I didn't mean to scare ya.”
I turned around to see a man at least as beautiful as his boots. This may sound like a Texas cliche, but I was looking into the swimming-pool-blue eyes of a cowboy—hat, boots, a florescent smile coming out of a tanned face and all. He had that shaven but unshaven look that hinted at a blond mustache and beard, like golden beach sand. He was standing there looking like a postcard in his jeans, white sweat soaked T-shirt and a belt buckle the size of the Gulf of Mexico. I never thought I could actually talk to a person wearing a belt buckle that big. I mean how do you keep from looking at it? But this guy didn't have any problem with being bigger than his belt buckle.
“Are you having car trouble . . . do you need to call someone?” he asked when I didn't say anything.
“No, no, really. I'm fine. I didn't think anyone would be here this late, so I was just . . . I'm from out of town and I saw the church and thought it looked like a nice place to take a break . . . from driving,” I said motioning to what I now noticed was a very dirty Jetta.
“Oh, yeah. It's a simple but pretty little building, built in 1851, about three years after the town was founded. We're just doing a little cleaning up around the grounds, but I can do a short tour if you're interested. Adam Scott, by the way,” he said holding out his hand.
I took it. “Emma Whitney. I would love to take your tour.”
[image: image-placeholder]Inside, the church had a dark coolness I didn’t expect. Standing just inside the front door, the only daylight I could see came from long, skinny windows on the sidewalls of the tiny chapel. Two small rows of pews led up to a slightly elevated but simple podium, behind which an equally simple wooden cross the color of dark chocolate hung on the white wall. To the right of the podium, a door slightly ajar showed a sliver of what looked to be the only electric light in the building.
Adam had taken his hat off as we came in, and he held it in two hands in front of him as he stood at my side and let me take in the room for a minute. I hadn't been to a lot of churches in my lifetime, and I felt oddly uncomfortable. But this feeling was something more than just sensing my own lack of religion. The air seemed to hold the expelled breath of people no longer here. I could feel the noise, the shuffle of feet on bare wood, babies crying out, and mothers shushing them. 
The sensation made me keep my arms folded, afraid I might actually touch someone I couldn't see. It is strange to walk into a place you've never been and have a personal reaction beyond liking or disliking the decor. At first, it spooked me, but I soon realized that I wasn't afraid. Instead, a quiet sadness seeped up from the wood and hung around me.
I must have shuddered, because Adam looked down at me, “It can be a shock to come in here out of the heat,” he said. “Why don't we walk up front and I'll tell you a little about the place.”
With a hand barely on my back, he guided me to stand in front of the pulpit.
“The congregation that built this church was predominantly Methodist,” he began, “but there haven't been any services here since the church was restored in 1972. All of the wood you see here came from the trees sitting on this land when the first settlers came here off the Shawnee Trail. You'll see a slight variation between the different pews because there were oak, maple, and pecan trees here. They used them all. The settlers were poor. They did all of the labor themselves and couldn't afford to waste any of the natural resources.” He pointed to the narrow windows along the outside walls. ''These didn't even have glass until 1902 when a benefactor donated the money to have it shipped here.”
Each window had four long panes separated by a cross of that dark chocolate wood and set deep into frames of the same color. Such unremarkable windows wouldn't be a source of pride for many other churches, but here the simple offering had an appropriate beauty.
“Do you mind if I take a few pictures while you talk?”
“Not at all.” He paused for a moment while I pulled my camera out of the bag and hunted for the flash. “Where do you plan on driving to, if you don't mind my asking?”
“Here, actually. I came from the Seattle area to . . . well . . .” I stopped not really knowing how to explain why I was there. 
“My mother grew up here, as did my grandma, and as far as I can tell, everyone else before that. So, I was just hoping to do a little research I guess.”
“Well, we have something in common then. My roots go pretty deep in this town. We just might be related.” He smiled. I looked down to fiddle with my flash. “What's your mama's name?”
Before I could answer, I heard a whistle from behind me. “Well, would you look at the tail on that one!”
My head snapped up, ready to be insulted when I saw a tall man wearing a bright blue fishing hat staring out the window on the wall opposite us.
“I think those are the longest tail feathers I've ever seen on one of those scissor-tail flycatchers,” he said turning to look at us.
Adam was looking at the floor trying to control a smile.
“Emma,” he motioned toward the old man, “meet the caretaker, my dad, and avid bird watcher, Jasper Scott.” 
“Well, hello young lady,” Jasper said moving toward us. Before he could reach us, he tripped on a long coffee-colored rug that ran in front of the pulpit. Adam reached out to grab him, but Jasper caught himself mid-trip and waved off Adam's hand.
“Oh, I'm all right. Just that darn rug always has it in for me.” He looked at me with an unembarrassed smile while putting his hand out for me to shake. When I took it, he clasped my hand with both of his and shook it gently but firmly. “And what brings you to a lonely little church like ours.”
He had kind blue eyes sitting behind glasses shaped like aviators. His wrinkles and wiry build said he was a man used to working with his hands; healthy but beginning to wear out from use. He wore a blue and white plaid shirt with gray polyester pants and white tennis shoes. His fishing hat had a white band with some saying going around it, which I tried to read.
Jasper saw me looking at it and took it off to give me a closer inspection. When he did, I saw he had more silver hair than any man has a right to.
“You like that,” he asked holding up his hat. “It says ‘Set the hook, but don't set on the hook.’ For some reason, my family thinks I need this reminder.” He chuckled. “I know I should take it off in here, but my grandson Spencer gave me that for my birthday. Sixty-seven yesterday and still counting.”
“Congratulations,” I said. “And how many grandchildren do you have?”
“Not enough,” he said looking at Adam, “Just little Spencer, my daughter Amy's little boy. He's a cute little thing . . . three years old and full of fire.” A wistful calm covered his face as he watched a picture of the boy in his mind. Then he put his hat back on his head. “But now back to you and how we ended up with the pleasure of having you in here for a tour. We really don't get too many visitors out our way.”
“Well, like I told Adam, I'm hoping to find out a little more about my mother's family. She and my grandparents lived here, and they're all deceased now. My mother died when I was in fourth grade.”
“I'm very sorry to hear that,” he said sincerely. “Well, I have lived in this town all my life, and there is a good possibility I knew your mother. What was her name?”
“Her name was Cora . . . here,” I said reaching into my bag. “I have a picture.” I handed my taped-up photo to him. “That's her, Cora Whitney.”
Jasper stared at the picture. He didn't say anything, but the picture shook ever so slightly as a small tremor flowed from his hands.
“Dad?” Adam sounded concerned.
“I'm sorry . . . I don't know . . . that name doesn't sound familiar,” he said without looking at me. “I guess I don't know everyone,” he handed the picture back. “Well, I'd better get back to the books. It was nice meeting you.” 
Before I could answer, he was gone, across the chapel and into the room he'd come from.
Adam watched him go with a questioning squint in his electric blue eyes. “That was strange. I'm not sure what that was about,” he said looking at the office door.
I couldn’t reply. The room went cold when Jasper's face changed, and the sadness I felt on first entering the church came over me again. I quickly started to dissemble my camera and put it back in my bag.
“I really ought to get going and find a place to stay before it gets any later.” 
The light from the windows had faded. I really was getting hungry and tired, but I didn't look at him and I could feel him trying to make out whether I was upset.
“You know,” he said finally, “there is a nice bed and breakfast here in town. It's called The Thornbury House. It's one of the first homes built here, and you can't beat the biscuits and gravy.” 
“Thank you. I might just check that out,” I attempted to look cool. 
“Ms. Whitney?”
“Emma,” I said smiling.
“Ok . . . Emma then. My dad's memory isn't quite what it used to be,” he confessed quietly. “He may have just drawn a blank. Whatever it was, I know the man, and he wouldn't upset a fly if it swam in his coffee.”
“I’m not upset. I guess I didn't expect it to be that easy anyway—to get my family history from your dad, the first place I stopped after all. Although,” I sighed slinging the camera bag on my shoulder, “it would have been nice.”
We walked to the door, and as he opened it, the light seemed to remind him of something.
“You know, I think we might be able to help a little,” he said as he held the door for me. “My great-grandfather was the town doctor here and kept a detailed journal. You might want to look through that for any familiar names.” 
“Town doctor, that's very quaint.”
His blue eyes linked with mine. “Yes, it is quaint.”
A little smile floated on his face, and his good nature made me realize how patronizing that comment was.
I shook my head. “That came out wrong.” I could feel that gentle rose color rising to my cheeks. 
He still had his hat off, and despite the slight hat ring and the sandy color, his hair looked just like his father's. He didn't say anything but turned and looked out toward the highway, still smiling in a way that gave me the unsteady feeling that he knew something I didn't. I quickly ran my tongue over my teeth to see if any of the thousands of sunflower seeds I ate while driving had set out to embarrass me by remaining there. But finding them clean, I figured I must be imagining Adam's amusement. 
“That sounds like a great place to start. Is the journal here, at the church?”
“No. My dad donated it to the library long ago. It was starting to fall apart, and they offered to preserve it if he would donate it to the then-new historical collection.”
I felt slightly disappointed, but knowing the journal existed and where to find it gave me a starting place.
Adam gave me directions to the bed and breakfast as he walked me to my car. Early dusk shaded the sky salmon and crickets filled the air with a gently ringing chorus. The heat of the day still hung in the moist air but, with the sun sinking, it had lost a little of its bite. I put my bag into the car and got inside. Adam closed the door and leaned down to the open window.
“Come back anytime, if you'd like to actually use that camera,” he nodded toward my bag.
I looked down at my camera, then back to him. “I would really like that.” I looked out the windshield at the church standing so lonely. 
“I know I sound weird, but that building sort of talked to me when we were in there.” I looked back at him. His eyes were now soft and kind, like his father’s, but squinting lightly with curiosity.
“Yep, I knew I sounded weird.” I turned away and stuck my key in the ignition.
“No, not at all.”
I gave him a disbelieving look.
“Ok, maybe a little,” he admitted with a reluctant grin.
“It must be the heat,” I said turning the key over, “and too much caffeine.” 
“Yeah, go get some sleep.”
“I will definitely do that.”
“Well, Miss Emma,” he said stepping back from the window, “I'm glad you stopped in here today.” 
I smiled and nodded stupidly. “Me too.”
He set his hat on his head and nodded back, “I'm sure I'll be seeing you around town.” He took a couple of backward steps then turned and walked across the gravel until he disappeared somewhere behind the old white church.




Chapter 3
1996


The Thornbury Housed turned out to be a beautiful grand mansion situated between two smaller but equally charming houses on Main Street, ten blocks of road bordered by western-style shops and houses. Most of those houses, like the Thornbury House, were repurposed as businesses.  
The white, green-shuttered mansion easily commanded star status on the street, being the biggest and best-maintained building of the bunch. It had a wrap-around porch with conversational groups of wicker love seats and rockers with petite tables in between. Wild-looking rose bushes with dainty pink flowers skirted the foundation.
I grabbed my backpack and walked up to the front door. I felt like I should knock, but decided that was unnecessary and let myself in. 
An elegantly carved staircase stood straight ahead of me across the ornate red and black rug of the foyer. The dark wood soaked up most of the light in the room, but the fading daylight shone soft and orange through windows in a sitting room to my left and a dining room to my right. As my eyes adjusted to the lower light, I almost missed the small writing desk stuffed in the corner next to the stairs with a small girl sitting behind it.
“Hi y'all,” she said when she knew I'd seen her. 
I turned around wondering if someone had come up behind me.
She laughed. “You must not be from around here.” She spoke with the softly drawn-out vowels of Texan hospitality. “We just like to say ‘y'all
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