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To our own remuda, past and present, Honey, Irish, Tenny, Fogerty,
Hoodoo, Maverick, and Destry—all great trail horses who have
taken us on many adventures coast to coast.





-ONE-
Velma



RENO, NEVADA, SPRING 1917


BUNDLES OF DRIED sagebrush clung to the fencing of the corral behind Joe and Trudy Bronn’s small clapboard house. When the wind picked up, as it always did in west central Nevada, the spiny branches played a scritchy tune against the wire. In time they blew free and tumbled away, but the gusts always brought replacements. Sagebrush shrubs, some ground-hugging, others tall enough to shred a rider’s pants from ankle to hip, were the most common natural features of Nevada, after rock and sand.


The corral was round, a shape easier to construct than a square or rectangle, which required heavy bracing in the corners. Joe had fashioned it of mismatched posts and barbed wire with a short stretch of wood railing beside the gate. On a clear day—there could be two hundred such days every year in Reno—it seemed possible to stretch out and touch the heavily wooded foothills of the Sierra Nevada Mountains on the western horizon. Yet timber was scarce. A team and wagon needed a week or more to reach the forests, cut the timber, and haul it back to Reno, making wood far too valuable to lavish on fencing.


Five-year-old Velma Bronn loved to perch on the lower wooden rail of the corral, watching her father train horses. Joe telegraphed his displeasure with stony silences or penetrating glares, but his affection had no easy outlet. The precious section of wood fencing he’d built for his curious daughter was a way of showing his love. Joe was a drover and he allowed Velma to groom the teams used for pulling his wagon and the buggy her mother, Trudy, drove well and often too fast through the streets of Reno. After a training session she helped clean tack and hang up bits, bridles, and ropes. Her father liked things just so and insisted Velma loop the ropes an exact number of times, hang the bridles so the bits were level, and line up brushes precisely on the edge of the shelf.


In the spring of 1917 Joe worked Apache, a mustang he’d caught in the Virginia Range to the southeast, near Virginia City. In the first days of capture some wild horses were apathetic with the shock of separation from their herd and the unaccustomed confinement, but most were like Apache, repeatedly testing their prisons, wheeling in one direction, then another, storming around the corral as if expecting the wire to collapse before their frenzy. Joe’s small, round pen was safer than a square or rectangle since the horse could not back into a corner, and it was no more than fifty feet across, to prevent escape. Mustangs were smaller than most ranch horses, under fifteen hands, but they had powerful hind ends and could make short work of fences five or six feet high after a run up of only a few strides.


When her father wasn’t busy carting goods for local businesses, Velma slipped out of the house at every opportunity to watch him take the wild out of a mustang. The process varied little. First he slowly took over the authority of the leader, the herd stallion, by controlling the horse’s movements. He drove the animal around the pen, pushing it on with his voice, long whip, and lariat. When he had it moving consistently in one direction, he flicked the lariat, turning the horse to run in the opposite direction. Once he was in command of direction he worked on pace, walk to trot to canter and stop. There was always an element of danger; most horses will avoid colliding with a human but a terrified mustang will run over anything to get free. Threatened, they can strike out with their front feet, or deliver a cannonlike kick with rear hooves. And a stallion’s bite is strong enough to break an arm.


Most ranchers and wranglers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries preferred traditional horse-breaking techniques. It was easier and quicker to lasso the animal, tie him to a snubbing post, and let him fight against the rope until exhaustion brought surrender. Then came a blindfold, stiff hobbles, a tightly cinched saddle, and a ferocious display of bucking when the animal was turned loose. But snubing didn’t work for the wildest mustangs, which had to be foot-roped, yanked to the ground, and hog-tied. Once safe from the dangerous hooves, the horse breakers let the animal struggle up before putting on the saddle. Then the horse was pulled to the ground again, allowing a man to mount. Freshly caught wild horses could dispatch their riders with one or two heaving bucks, so the animal would have to be roped and thrown until there was no more fight left. As many as one in three mustangs died or were damaged so severely in the breaking process that they had to be shot.


Joe Bronn took a slower, gentler route, in part because he couldn’t afford the waste. But he also knew that patience and time produced a better horse. Still, he never let Velma anywhere near the wild horses he was training to sell on as green broke, mostly to ranchers for working stock. They were far too unpredictable, even after the worst of their fear had been replaced by wary acceptance.


Despite his caution Velma knew, just as well as she knew her own name, that no mustang would ever harm her or her father, because wild horses were in the Bronn blood.
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VELMA’S GRANDPARENTS BEN and Mary settled in the mining town of Ione, Nevada, in 1877 just as they were expecting their first child. Thirty-seven-year-old Ben, a carpenter,* was an affable sort, but it was Mary, twenty-three, who made a permanent impression. A striking figure at six feet tall, she had no truck with any kind of foolishness. Even family members described her as “starched” in demeanor and somewhat intimidating. Children came quickly, Rena, a daughter,† in 1878, Ella a year later, and Ben Junior in 1881. Mary was “fixy” and could make something out of next to nothing, a critical talent in the middle of Nevada where a few yards of woven tricot from San Francisco or St. Louis cost a month’s wages and even rough homespun was literally worth its weight in silver.


In the early 1880s Ione suffered a rapid decline as the ore ran out, forcing closure of three of Ione’s four saloons, the school, and all but one store. In 1883, a fire destroyed the hoisting works in the Shamrock Canyon mine.1 That same year, five-year-old Rena succumbed to a fever.


More than 525 people fled Ione in the months following the mine closure, but Ben, by then superintendent, hung on waiting for the paymaster, who was scheduled to arrive after Christmas with back wages. When the unpaid miners began agitating, Ben made the ruinous decision to advance the money out of his own pocket. The paymaster never showed up, leaving Ben and Mary almost penniless, with two children to support and another on the way.


They planned to head for Lake County in central California, mining country where Mary’s uncle had a ranch, but they couldn’t leave until Mary gave birth. There was no ideal time to make the three-hundredmile wagon trek west across the desert, through the rocky foothills at the California border and over the Sierra Nevada range. Every season had its challenges, but the urgency to leave, despite the appalling summer heat they would face during the first half of the trip, was acute. If they lingered in Ione too long, snow in the mountains might stop them from reaching California.


Ione’s population shrank every month until Joe was born in August 1884, temporarily raising the count to twenty-nine. The Bronns left shortly after in a covered spring wagon pulled by two domestic horses with a mustang mare Ben had captured tethered to the back, her weanling foal trotting loose behind. The mustang mare was their insurance. Wild horses have iron-tough feet, tremendous endurance, and the ability to go without food or water far longer than domestic horses.


Mary, still weak from childbirth and exhausted during the first arduous days, found her milk giving out, and Joe failed visibly, growing more fretful with every mile. In desperation, Ben hobbled the still-wild mare and gingerly squeezed her teats, teasing out a precious amount of thin white liquid that Mary spooned into Joe’s mouth.


Velma never tired of hearing the family story about how mustang milk saved her father’s life. She always giggled to hear her tall, strong father described as “the sickliest, cryingest, puniest baby ever.”


The Bronns finally reached Nevada City, California, where Mary’s uncle invited Ben to work for him in his brewing business. Another child, Mae, was born in 1894, but five years later, just-married Ella died at the age of twenty, followed in 1902 by Ben at twenty-one. Oncesickly Joe grew into a handsome man with deep set blue eyes. Curly, dark brown hair escaping from beneath his felt hat set off unusually high cheekbones. He was particular about his appearance, almost vain, and precise about everything in his life. Joe knew exactly how many steps it took to get to the butcher or the blacksmith. He had inherited his mother’s taciturn nature and never said two words when one would do.


In California Joe courted the eldest daughter of Frank Clay, a nearby rancher, but it was her younger sister who ultimately captured his attention. Not only was she lovely, with dark, luxuriant hair, fine skin, and regular features, but she was the only one besides Joe who dared ride his fiery saddle horse, a stallion. Sixteen-year-old Gertrude (Trudy) Clay and Joe Bronn, twenty-four, were married on Christmas Day, 1910.


In 1912 Ben and Mary moved to Reno, population six thousand, which offered a different kind of opportunity than most Nevada towns. The new money flowing into the high desert community came not from gold or silver but divorce. Most states in the union granted divorces to petitioners after a year of residency. With a waiting period of only six months, Nevada cut the time in half. In the words of a hit song from 1910, “My wife and I don’t get along / We simply fight and fight. / I married her to win a bet / it really serves me right. / The love she once declared was mine / has simply turned to hate. / So I’ve made up my mind / to visit old Nevada State.”2 Temporary citizens, many of them well-off or downright rich, generated a surge of jobs and revenue for Reno—dubbed the Divorce Capital—as they partied in furnished houses and apartments until they’d established their legal residency.


Joe and Trudy also left California in 1912, stopping briefly in Reno before heading to the town of Joe’s birth. Ione had been revitalized once more by the demands of an expanding industrial economy. Their first child, Velma Ione, was born on March 5, 1912. When Britain declared war on Germany in 1914, the young family returned to Reno to live with Ben, Mary, and Mary’s unmarried sister, Mae, a practical nurse. Two-year-old Velma basked in the attention of five doting adults.


“In the eyes of my family, I had been endowed with the greatest intelligence, the best disposition and the most beautiful features and was no less than a candidate for Miss America.”3


The Bronns’ Washington Street home sat on the western outskirts of the city, not far from Virginia Street, the main route connecting the Truckee River with the Comstock Lode mines near Virginia City. A few unpaved streets separated the house from the fields of scrub stretching west. The narrow porch had an unobstructed view of the foothills and beyond them the slopes of the eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains. A white picket fence enclosed the front yard and in summer supported a riot of sweet peas that perfumed the air. Near the standpipe where a watering hose was fastened grew a thick patch of mint. Velma picked leaves all summer, rolling them between her fingers to release the scent.


Like most men of his time, Joe yearned for a son, and after two stillbirths Trudy presented him with Jack in 1915. Jack proved to be no competition for Velma, who jealously stuck close to her father, especially when he had a wild horse to train.


Joe earned a spare living, in part because his stiff manner and unyielding temperament weren’t the best combination for entrepreneurial success. He referred to the mustangs in the hills as his bank account, dipping into it when he was short. By 1915 his bank account began to pay dividends. After the outbreak of World War 1, the demand for horses escalated dramatically. By the time the United States entered the conflict in 1917, seven million horses had died on the battlefields of Europe. Fewer than 23,000 horses were exported from the United States to Europe in 1914, but by 1916 the number had leaped to over 357,000 annually. Before the war, the top price paid for a green broke mustang, one that would take a saddle and bridle quietly and had been worked for a few weeks, was $20. But as the troops dug in across France, buyers for the Allied armies were offering up to $40 and didn’t care if the animals had not yet seen a saddle or harness.


Joe usually caught his own mustangs but to meet the war demand he bought additional head from the Paiute tribe at the Pyramid Lake reservation thirty-five miles northeast of Reno. It was a long ride but four dollars got him a horse, and for fifty cents more, one of the older boys or young men would ride the bucking animal to a lathered standstill, pacifying it enough for the return trip home.


There were dozens of herds within a few hours of Reno, but catching them single-handedly was a formidable task. Few saddle horses, burdened with two hundred pounds or more of man and tack, could keep up with a wild herd for long. Most mustangers worked in relays with fresh horses and riders substituting at regular intervals. A chase could last several days with as many as half a dozen men and a dozen replacement mounts. Even so, the mustangers often came back emptyhanded.


A lone wild horse chaser could be successful, especially if he rode a mustang himself, as Joe did. Old Baldy, Joe’s favorite mount, was a balky stallion, small and unimpressive at first glance.4 But when Joe set off out into the hills around Reno he rarely came back without another horse in tow.


Joe trusted Old Baldy, despite his fractious nature, to carry Velma. Every now and then, Joe would lean down from the saddle and lift the little girl onto Old Baldy’s back, wedging her between his body and the saddle horn. The mustang moved out at the slightest pressure from Joe’s legs and Velma couldn’t wait until she felt her father’s arm tighten around her ribs and the stallion lift softly out of a slow jog and into a rocking lope. Mustangs are born in the wind, her father explained; they drink it; that’s why they can run so fast. Velma knew nothing moved as fast as Old Baldy when her father clucked his tongue.


After one such ride, Velma readied herself to be dropped lightly to the ground. “Stay there,” her father commanded. He slid off, gathered the reins in one hand, and directed Velma to hang on to Old Baldy’s sparse mane, which was more bristle than silk. At that instant, Joe unexpectedly sneezed, an explosion so loud it seemed to freeze time. Velma and Old Baldy parted company, the horse starting one way, then another, but coming to a trembling stop when Velma rolled beneath his feet. Later, Velma explained to her mother and Aunt Mae that Old Baldy just “forgot” she was on his back and she declared that he was far too smart to trample the daughter of the only human he cared about.


Velma grew into early adolescence, tall for her age and slender. Her mother had been more striking as a young woman, but with big round eyes and an impish smile, Velma had a wholesome attractiveness and plenty of charm when she overcame her shyness. Though she had a tomboy’s outdoorsy ways, she was also very much the feminine girl, with dress-up her favorite game. She inherited her grandmother’s fixy nature and could turn lace, fabric remnants, and other scrounged bits into elaborate costumes. In 1918 three-year-old Jack broke his hip and was never able to walk properly again. When Loreene, born in 1922, joined the family, Velma played horses with her father, hospital with her brother, and house with the baby.
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Trudy and Joe Bronn in front of their Washington St. home in Reno


School came close behind her family and horses in Velma’s affections. She adored the exactitude of penmanship exercises, the game of matching words and meanings, and the quiet time spent listening as the teacher read stories and poems aloud. Her quick mind made schoolwork a breeze; her only unhappy moments came when she was called on to answer questions in front of the class. Words stuck in her throat, her tongue refused to move, and hot flushes of embarrassment left her nearly paralyzed and miserable.
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DISEASE HELD THE greatest terror for the parents of Velma’s generation. Before the discovery of sulfa drugs and penicillin and the introduction of various preventative vaccines, viruses and bacteria carried by contaminated drinking water and unpasteurized milk killed 10 percent of all infants in America before their first birthdays. In some regions the infant mortality rate surged to 30 percent. Nationally, 25 percent of children died before the age of twelve. Velma sidestepped scarlet fever, Spanish flu, tuberculosis, diphtheria, and typhus but her luck ran out when poliomyelitis swept through Nevada.


Originally called infantile paralysis, polio is an ancient, highly infectious virus, incubated in human feces, which enters the body orally and invades the central nervous system. Outbreaks typically occurred in the summer and fall when heat overwhelmed sanitation efforts. Polio was difficult to diagnose because its symptoms—headache, vomiting, and constipation—were indistinguishable from those of many other illnesses. Though not confined to children, the disease overwhelmingly afflicted them. During the epidemics some recovered unscathed, but hundreds of thousands were stricken by some form of paralysis or left with shriveled limbs.


The first recorded polio outbreak in the United States was in Vermont in 1894, with 132 cases; the first epidemic struck New York City in 1916, with 9,000 affected. By the time it abated, 2,343 victims, mostly children, were dead. The panic was so great that towns ringing New York posted signs forbidding the entry of children. “Many inspectors,” reported the Los Angeles Times in August 1916, “stationed themselves at the railway stations, ferries and boat landings along the Delaware River … to bar all children under sixteen years of age who attempted to cross into [Pennsylvania] without certificates of health.”5 A crippler and a killer, polio also carried the stigma of being a lower-class disease, originating in poverty, ignorance, and poor sanitation. If a well-bred child contracted it, parents blamed contact with someone lacking the education or desire to keep themselves or their households clean. The disease crested again and again in the decades following until the mid-1950s when Salk and Sabin developed their separate vaccines that eliminated polio from the list of modern scourges.


Velma was eleven in 1923 when she came down with a fever. Within days an ache crept into her joints and muscles; the pain concentrated most intensely in her back, neck, and shoulders. Then tremors developed in her limbs and swallowing became painful. Soon Velma had to be carried to the bathroom, and her mother, aunt, and grandmother spoon-fed her with tiny amounts of soft food.


Young Jack’s medical bills had already put a financial strain on the Bronns. A multitude of antipolio serums, potions, and other treatments popped up in the wake of the 1916 New York City epidemic, but Joe and Trudy couldn’t afford any of them. They tried other treatments promoted to alleviate the twisting, paralysis, and pain, from hot towels, cold baths, and mud rubs to vigorous massage and manipulation of the limbs, an early and torturous form of physiotherapy. But nothing worked, and when Velma worsened, Joe and Trudy somehow scraped together enough money to take her to Children’s Hospital in San Francisco, which offered care to poorer victims of the disease.


Cavernous, dark, and full of sad echoes, the Infectious Diseases Pavilion was more terrifying to Velma than the polio, and the treatment was almost as horrific as the affliction itself—a three-quarter body cast, from the top of her head to below her hips, with holes drilled in various places so her skin could breathe. “It is better than nothing and the best we have at the moment,” the kindly but firm doctor told her distressed parents. “She can move somewhat. If we don’t do it life will become ….” the doctor might have paused in his attempt to describe the indescribable, “difficult.”6


The cast was little more than the application of brute force to halt the contortion of her back and limbs. But it also interfered with a child’s normal growth. Still, the doctor warned Trudy and Joe that without being restrained, Velma’s body would eventually twist completely to one side. Walking would be impossible and she would lose bladder control. The doctor also hinted that if the disease did not slow, Velma would not be able to breathe. The invention of the iron lung was still four years in the future.


Velma didn’t know what was worse: the itching, the immobility, the wretched smell of her body when the plaster cast was changed, or the loneliness. There is no record of how long she lived in the cast but six months was the norm. During those months of hospitalization she learned not to cry. Each tear made a track of misery down her face and into the gauze dressing between her body and the plaster, one more discomfort to her skin, which felt thinner than the delicate membrane on the underside of a bird’s wing.


At first, though, everything made her cry, especially the fear that her parents, who couldn’t afford to stay with her in San Francisco, would not come back, that she would never again see her house, tease Jack, play with Loreene, or sit on the fence rail and watch her father tame a wild horse. Eventually, the interminable pain taught Velma to adapt to its ebb and flow. She learned to avoid any movement that brought on the stabbing needles and lingering aches and to find the positions that kept them at bay. At long last the doctor declared that the cast could be removed.


Joe Bronn went cold when the nurses cut the plaster away from Velma’s face. A pale gargoyle peered back at him. The force of Velma’s natural growth, coupled with the twisting caused by the polio, had pushed her body against the immovable wall of the plaster. The left side of her face seemed deflated, like a hand imprinted on a soft cushion; her eye drooped alarmingly. Her jaw was displaced, the teeth no longer aligning top and bottom, leaving her not with a smile but with a grimace. One shoulder rode significantly higher than the other and behind it her back bulged. Her legs were spared the paralysis that afflicted many survivors, but scoliosis of the spine, a curvature wrought by both the polio and the restraint, gave her a tilted posture, as if she was forever on her way somewhere even while standing still. Already slender, Velma emerged from the cast emaciated.


Joe couldn’t summon the words to comfort the daughter who had clung to him like his shadow. To outsiders, Joe appeared to be the formidable core of the family, but it was Trudy who possessed the grit. Over her long life she shrugged off physical infirmities and personal tragedies that might have incapacitated a weaker personality, all the while carrying the heavy workload of a wife and mother who had to count every penny in order that her family be properly fed and decently clothed. Trudy had more than most mothers’ share of woes, but she accepted them as “the price you pay for having a family. There’s bound to be some things that go wrong.”7


If Trudy ever allowed regret or despair to get the better of her, none of her children saw it. She said the secret to living was “to stay as happy as you can … remember there’s a lot of happy things that go on in your life.”8 Trudy was also a mother of unusual patience who listened sympathetically to the woes of her children and grandchildren, never breaking a confidence or passing judgment. Trudy did her best to compensate for her husband’s reaction with her fervent optimism. “When you get down to the wire,” she often told Velma, “you tighten your belt, hold your head high and squarely face whatever is in store.”9 Trudy and Aunt Mae had stripped the house of mirrors before Velma came home. They had been prepared for some disfigurement, though not to the extent that Velma suffered, and they couldn’t bear to let her see the ravages wrought by the cast. Driven by curiosity, Velma hunted until she found a mirror hidden in her parents’ bedroom. When she peered into the glass, another girl’s face, like a reflection in a warped surface, looked back.


Once home in the spring of 1924, Velma faced months of recuperation. Aside from the damage inflicted by the polio and the cast, her muscles were atrophied. The continuous pain was eased slightly by the only medication available, Bayer Aspirin. She underwent manual therapy at Reno’s Saint Mary’s Hospital where nurses manipulated her back and limbs, and the doctor ordered periodic traction for her back, an agonizing procedure. The days in bed became more tedious as Velma recovered, but Aunt Mae kept her busy reading, talking, and playing memory games to fill time and distract her from the discomfort.


Clouding everything was her father’s inexplicable reticence. The warmth between them had been replaced by a chill Velma never completely understood or accepted. If that wasn’t enough, she developed an allergy to horses. Her eyes watered and her nose ran, her breath rasped and her throat tickled whenever she came close.


Velma was stricken at the beginning of grade six. When she returned to class in the late spring of 1924, graduation to middle school was only weeks away. The teacher advised against attempting the final examinations, fearing the work would be too hard on the still-frail child. Velma pleaded for permission. The teacher relented, and after passing a special test, Velma was allowed to advance with her classmates. But much of Velma’s joy in school was gone. Her earlier shyness in front of the class became absolute dread as the cruelty of children carved deep wounds.


“Hey! Which way you headed?” the boys hollered while playing pitch penny. “You coming or going?”


“Here comes humpy!” they jeered as she walked past.10


Even the Bronns’ annual summer family picnic, the highlight of the hot days before school began, became an ordeal. The other children didn’t invite Velma to play the games she once excelled at and she hid when one of the adults brought out a Brownie box camera. “The years that followed made a little girl grow up very fast. Of this period, I remember mostly the hurting. And not ever being able to play with the other kids…. There was always the pain. And the adults who discussed my ‘pitiful’ condition and wondered what on earth would ever become of me, as though I was deaf, too, and not able to wonder myself what would become of me, since they mentioned it.”11


Polio transformed Velma from a popular girl with friends into a near recluse. In all her voluminous correspondence, there is no mention of a single friend from those years except for Walter Baring, a gregarious boy of the same age who lived across the river. His father owned a furniture store and Joe Bronn likely delivered pieces for them from time to time. The social isolation brought her even closer to her younger brother, Jack, while her mother and aunt did their best to fill the void.


In 1927 a fresh tragedy struck. Jack, then thirteen, contracted meningitis, a cousin of the virus that causes polio. Death was swift but excruciating as the disease traveled up the spinal column with the speed of a flame consuming a taper, invading, then swelling the meninges membrane surrounding his brain. Trudy kept their day-to-day lives together with her stoicism and energy, but Joe, already subdued by Velma’s bout with polio, was flattened. The loss of his only son blanketed each day with a grief that never left him. In time he came to lavish his love on Loreene and was besotted by the newest born, Betty Jo, who grew into a cheerful, devil-may-care child with the gift of making people forgive her any transgression. But even they were touched by their father’s solemnity and a little afraid of him.


The change in her father devastated Velma as much as the change in her body and face. To compensate, she conjured elaborate fantasies of what her future might be rather than accept what others deemed inevitable. Her father firmly believed a woman’s place was in the home, but Velma imagined herself as a professional secretary. “Not just an ordinary one—but a private, confidential secretary to an important man. My job would be the envy of all who knew me, and I would be an inspiration to other career seekers.” For a disfigured young woman of modest means, being the private secretary to a senior executive was a near-impossible aspiration.


Velma dreamed also of a happily-ever-after life with a tall, handsome husband “who loved horses only slightly less than he loved me,” a ranch, a barn, and plenty of children.12 But Velma kept her fantasies to herself. The Bronn family and their friends were certain of a different fate: For a girl who looked like Velma there would be no job working for an important man, no ranch, and certainly no Prince Charming to carry her away.





-TWO-
Charlie



VELMA BRONN SPENT her teenage years learning to live with polio’s scars, daily confronting each imperfection. She called it “whipping my gremlins.”1 Reconciling her intelligent and passionate inner self with a distorted outer appearance was the first step in persuading others that the contents counted for more than the package.


“Gradually I learned that certain hair-dos created an illusion of features more in alignment than they really were; that such a small thing as an eyebrow re-shaped helped to even up the face. By concentrating on it very hard, I learned to hold my shoulders level, and if I was careful and did not stand squarely before a person but rather slightly sideways, the difference in me was not so noticeable. Or so I have told myself. Good grooming and stylish wardrobes had a tendency to draw attention from that about which I was so shy.”2


Most women sewed in the 1930s, but Velma made herself into a professional-quality seamstress. She copied the latest styles from magazines and studied the fashions on display at Reno’s better stores. From her sketches of dresses, coats, blouses, and skirts, she created patterns on sheets of newsprint. While the original might have been made of satin, shot silk, or wool crepe with mother-of-pearl, stag horn, or glass buttons, Velma substituted readily available cotton, rayon, sturdy gabardine, or less expensive wool she could buy locally or order from the Sears Roebuck catalogue, and she used buttons salvaged from older garments. She matched the fine finishing work that distinguished couture garments with precise top stitching, flat felled seams, bound buttonholes, and long darts slit and pressed open to produce a smooth curve on the body.


But no amount of attention to wardrobe, or hair, or artful body positioning could entirely deflect the startled double takes of people seeing her for the first time. An encouraging smile did little to help. The right side of her mouth drooped slightly as her lips stretched wide, while the left side hitched up on an angle toward her left eye, accentuating the flattened cheekbone. If she smiled too broadly, one eye bulged and her upper gums were exposed, revealing teeth made crooked by the cast and emphasizing her sunken chin. Nonetheless, Velma grinned easily and often, convinced her smile was one of her best features.


Velma enumerated her assets and faults with almost actuarial precision. Right below the smile in the asset column, she listed her voice, a genuine plus. In contrast to a frame that suggested frailty, Velma spoke with the rich vibrancy of a stage singer or classically trained actor. By her thirties, a fierce cigarette habit had thickened her vocal cords, imbuing her voice with a smoker’s husky undertone. Velma also had a comic’s sense of timing and the ability to slide humor, irony, and occasional sarcasm into her conversation.


Pain was another gremlin Velma had to whip. Sometimes the misery of her muscles and joints could be relieved only at Saint Mary’s Hospital, where she joined the war injured in submitting to the new regimes of experimental physical therapy. Her spine was manipulated and massaged, and if that didn’t work, traction pulled her joints apart in an attempt to relieve the pressure on damaged nerves. When Velma was ill, she couldn’t bear to stay in bed, because no position was comfortable for long. Family and friends marveled at her energy, but the truth was she didn’t dare stop “the eternal keeping moving, no matter how uncomfortable it might be, for the doctor says that is the only way to keep from being immobilized.”3


In 1930 Velma graduated from high school with top marks in the required courses for girls—English, domestic arts, typing, dictation, and shorthand—and went right to work as a stenographer at the Farmer’s and Merchant’s Bank in Reno. Later renamed First National Bank of Nevada, it had survived the wave of bank failures after the 1929 stock market crash and by the time Velma was hired, it ranked as the dominant banking institution in the state. There she achieved the first of her childhood dreams, eventually becoming the secretary to an “important man,” Gordon Harris, an executive expected to go far within Reno’s business community.


Velma thrived in the atmosphere of the bank, which valued accuracy and efficiency above all. Organized and painstaking by nature, her skills were honed to a fine edge. Typographical errors weren’t tolerated, and it wasn’t unusual for managers to hold letters up to a light to see if corrections had been made. Though only 23 percent of Nevadans had telephones in their homes, the instrument was quickly becoming essential to business, especially after dial phones replaced operator-assisted systems. Velma discovered that the telephone leveled the playing field; because callers had no idea what she looked like she could establish a friendly relationship before meeting face-to-face. It didn’t eliminate shock on first sight, but it tempered reactions considerably.


Velma may have dreamed of a large circle of friends, but the reality was quite different. She had few friends and no beaus during her teenage and young adult years. When she was sixteen, she suffered through one summer of unrequited love. She never actually spoke to the young man, but somehow discovered that he was a reader, and she spent considerable time hanging around the library hoping to catch sight of him.


Velma wanted a husband and children as much as any woman, but she was pragmatic. No man had ever courted her and there were no prospective suitors on the horizon. Her job might be an inferior substitute for a family of her own, but she was intensely proud of it—if for no other reason than that she had proved her parents’ friends wrong. A personal secretarial position in a bank was a high-status job for a woman, and those lucky enough to secure such jobs were typically wellbred and well-educated spinsters with excellent deportment. Young women like Velma, without the means to attend secretarial school, usually had to be satisfied with a desk in the steno pool until marriage. Furthermore, although disability was common in the 1930s, with hundreds of thousands of war wounded and survivors of disfiguring diseases like polio, the afflicted did not often work in banks where every employee was expected to present an unblemished face to the world.


Velma’s job also gave her the satisfaction of influence, even power. A personal secretary’s sphere was akin to a spouse’s, without the physical relationship. In concert with Harris’s wife, Velma organized the life of the man she called “my executive” to ensure that his work schedule ticked along smoothly, that his personal chores were dealt with, and that even his nonworking hours were arranged to best advantage. From preparing fresh coffee in the morning, filing, dictation, and typing, to coordinating meetings, travel, and social engagements, Velma deftly engineered Gordon Harris’s life. She was masterful at subtly directing him, but careful to stay on her side of the line; she never referred to him in either personal or business correspondence as anything other than “sir,” her “executive,” or “Mr. Harris.”


Early on, Velma joined the Reno chapter of Executive Secretaries Incorporated, an elite association of women dedicated to advancing the careers of their bosses. Membership was paid for by the employers, who understood its benefits. At association meetings their secretaries learned of advances in business-related technology and passed on to each other efficiencies in office systems and organization. Membership also offered companionship and travel for those who served on committees and, even though women had taken over most lower-level secretarial work from men by 1935, the association helped many navigate a particularly difficult time for working women.


Reno’s Executive Secretaries chapter was also an invaluable source of unofficial information about what was going on in the city’s business circles, be it individual company fortunes or the details of their managers’ personal lives. Velma became adept at using the pipeline, at first for Gordon Harris’s benefit and later for her own. One of the “girls,” as they referred to themselves, worked for the man who booked most of the entertainment into Reno’s hotels and casinos. Scarce tickets to a visiting celebrity’s show were nice perks to pass on to Harris’s clients.


From the moment she joined the association, Velma made herself indispensable, stepping forward whenever there was a job to be done. For years she edited and largely wrote the chapter’s monthly newsletter. At monthly meetings and during the annual conventions, she mingled with national and international members, women who worked for some of the most prominent figures in corporate America. Inevitably she compared herself to the top secretaries in the nation and concluded she was every bit as skilled and competent. This assessment allowed Velma’s ego to blossom into true self-confidence, at least in her professional abilities.


Velma’s early twenties, though more active socially than her teens, remained relatively bleak. Like most unmarried women, she lived at home. She socialized with other secretaries—a favorite outing was to the elegant Mapes Hotel for cocktails after work—but there were no young men coming to call. Then one day in 1936, Velma accompanied her mother to Saint Mary’s Hospital to visit her father, who had injured himself repairing a truck. Walking down the corridor, she heard a booming voice and a loud laugh from her father’s room. Velma was astonished to find her normally withdrawn father carrying on a lively exchange with the man in the next bed.


Charles C. Johnston had been working on a construction site in downtown Reno when a heavy ceramic water jug fell on his head from the third floor. He gave the impression that a fractured skull was of no more consequence than a splinter in his finger. Velma made a covert but thorough appraisal. She estimated he had at least a decade on her twenty-four years and judging by the roughness of the hand that smothered hers in greeting, he was an outdoorsman. Charlie, as he insisted she call him, was six feet four inches, and he more than filled the narrow hospital bed. Gauze swaddling couldn’t quite hide the burnished top of his mostly bald head, nor did the smoke spiraling up from the cigarette clenched between his teeth obscure the intense blue of his eyes.


Charlie’s conversation was laced with profanity, yet one of the stern-faced nursing sisters stood at his bedside, laughing along with him. And her father, who didn’t hold with cussing, especially in front of ladies, seemed oblivious to the cheerful invective issuing from Charlie’s mouth. Everyone seemed to like him no matter what he said or how he said it. Velma felt the same; in fact, she felt considerably more. Always sensitive to the reactions of others, Velma was thrilled that this man looked at her with frank interest, that he included her in the conversation and listened to her responses intently. He also appeared completely unaware that she was anything less than a perfect physical specimen. Still, she sat carefully with her better side facing him while they chatted. After that first meeting Velma found herself paying daily visits to her father.


A few weeks after Charlie left the hospital, he and Velma met by chance at a Commercial Row bar in Reno. Velma felt all the awkwardness of her inexperience as she stammered an invitation to Charlie to join her and her companions for a nickel beer. From there they intended to move on to a nearby hamburger joint. “Charlie denied being hungry and I insisted that I wasn’t hungry either.”4 Instead they sat in Charlie’s car in the parking lot and to Velma’s surprise, talked for hours about poetry. Only months later did she learn that Charlie had been famished that night, but feared he didn’t have enough money to pick up the check.


Charlie had come to Reno from West Virginia for a fast divorce. He and his wife, Anna Myrtle, had been living in Akron, Ohio, where Charlie worked in the rubber plant during the early 1930s. He said little about the marriage, only that it was childless and loveless. Fragments of Charlie’s life came out in his stories. Over the years, he’d done a bit of everything: a tour in the trenches of France as an eighteen-year-old, a few years with the Mexican border patrol, a stint as a motorcycle cop, and a lot of wrangling. He told riveting tales about panning for gold and chasing cattle rustlers. Once he’d cornered a rustler only to be thrown to the ground when a rattlesnake spooked his horse and then bit him. He fractured several ribs but managed to get to a doctor on foot.


Family members recall Charlie’s stories as enthralling adventures full of vivid detail; whether the accounts were true or not they had no idea, though his body was seamed with enough scars to lend credence to the tales. They also remember his reticence. He spoke of the war but never about the killing, nor would he elaborate on his adventures along the Mexican border. Some family members suspected there was more to the Mexico episode, perhaps a woman, possibly some kind of trouble or illegal activity. There were also hints of his involvement in gun running during the final years of the Mexican Revolution. But it was a part of his life he kept to himself, and if he revealed anything to Velma, she shared none of it with family or friends.


Aside from his height, Charlie Johnston seemed typical of most other Nevadan men who had little formal education and had worked most of their lives at some form of physical labor. An excellent horseman, good enough to impress Joe Bronn, Charlie was equally skilled with a rifle and pistol. At some time in his past he had become an accomplished tracker with enough knowledge to live off the land, a talent he didn’t mind showing off or bragging about when given the opportunity. He habitually greeted people with a boisterous, “It’s a hell of a good day!” no matter the weather or the circumstances. Charlie enjoyed an argument, even if it turned into a fracas. He didn’t hesitate to use his fists when it was necessary and occasionally when it wasn’t. A black-and-white photograph of Charlie in his fifties, cigarette cocked in one side of his mouth as he rides along stony ground, shows a man with warmth in his eyes. But a closer look at his expression suggests a man who shouldn’t be crossed.


Tilting against type, Charlie was an avid reader, and not just of horse literature. He had a fondness for poetry and recited favorite passages at the slightest provocation. On the face of it this made Charlie Johnston an anomaly, but such a poetic bent actually put him squarely in the tradition of philosophically inclined cowboys of the old West, a breed that was fast disappearing by the Depression. Artist Charles Russell and Will Rogers, the lasso-twirling pundit, were among the most famous of the literary cowpokes.


Born in 1899, Charlie was thirteen years older than Velma and considerably more worldly. It would be easy to peg him as a father figure to a woman with no sexual and little social experience beyond family and work, especially someone like Velma who still idolized her father and suffered from his withdrawal. But there was far more of the lover, mentor, and friend in Charlie than there was father. His steadiness and equanimity provided ballast to Velma’s emotional volatility and he buoyed her confidence by supporting her as an equal, not as a child.


When he proposed, Velma had to choose between her career and her man. Like many banks, First National had an inviolate policy against the employment of married women. Many single women worked as nurses, secretaries, and shop assistants, but it was understood that once a wedding ring was secured, their jobs were left behind.


Velma was the first career woman in the Bronn family, much to her father’s disapproval; he didn’t believe any woman should work, married or single. Large segments of American society felt the same. As the Depression deepened, resentment toward women in the workplace intensified. In 1932, when the Dow Jones Industrial Average sat at just over forty-one points, down 91 percent since 1929, and “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime” was one of the year’s top songs, Good Housekeeping magazine ran an article encouraging women, married or single, to give up their jobs if the reason for working was merely to fill time or earn money for frivolities. By the mid-1930s there was a rising tide of criticism against those “thieving parasites of the business world … married women whose husbands have permanent positions.”5
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Velma and Charlie in Reno, 1942


Federal law prohibited members of the same family working in the civil service, ostensibly to prevent nepotism. But such legislation also effectively kept many women out of this well-paying sector while placating those who claimed the government wasn’t doing enough to help men—the traditional breadwinners—find employment. Virtually every state legislature passed similar bills restricting and sometimes forbidding married women to work outside the home. Though it was acceptable for a single woman to work, especially in clerical fields, senior secretarial positions in business and government were still dominated by men. The career woman, especially married, was neither welcomed nor celebrated.


Charlie suggested they marry secretly since he couldn’t yet support her; he was still recuperating from his head injury. They would need her income, but Velma knew that even though Charlie was unemployed the bank would not allow her to continue. No one could be told, not even her mother. Reno was a small town and even the tightest lips might let the information slip. There would be time enough later to make their marriage public.


The pair eloped, after a fashion, on a hot Sunday in early July 1937. That morning Velma dressed and dressed again, deflecting questions from her mother and nosy younger sisters, Loreene and Betty Jo, about why she was taking so long and changing so many times. But Velma brushed them off. When she finally left the house, her shoes, elbowlength gloves, and handbag in a soft lavender hue complemented a sundress and matching jacket. Her hat was stylish, a touch jaunty but sober enough to befit an about-to-be married woman. Lipstick, rouge, and a dab of eyeliner completed the look. Velma could barely control her tremors of joy and anxiety when she thought about what they were doing.


As they waited for Reno’s justice of the peace to call them in for the brief ceremony, Charlie spontaneously burst into song, his gravelly voice crooning “I’m in Love with Blue Eyed Sally.”


She’s my queen and my heart’s delight


The flower of Magherally


I hope the day will surely come


When we’ll join hands together


’Tis then I’ll bring my darling home


In spite of wind or weather


And let them all say what they will


And let them reel and rally


For I shall wed the girl I love


The flower of Magherally.


Charlie’s unexpected serenade made Velma even more fearful of discovery, but the groom was completely sanguine. They celebrated with martinis at the nearest bar and Charlie gave Velma a leatherbound copy of his favorite book, The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. Inside he inscribed his own version of the author’s most famous lines:


A loaf of bread, a jug of wine, and thou,


Was old Omar’s desire.


Mine … a cabin in the pines, and thou,


A dog and an open fire.6


Afterward, they didn’t dare invite a scandal by taking a hotel room together, so Velma returned to the family home on Washington Street and Charlie to a downtown boardinghouse. For the next year, Charlie and Velma kept up a courtship charade, holding hands in the parlor of her parents’ house and trying hard not to behave with the affectionate license of husband and wife.
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POLITICAL STRIFE CAN be wonderful for economies. As tension mounted in Europe, the long Depression began to lift, especially in ore-rich Nevada. American industries geared up to produce mountains of raw materials, munitions, and supplies to sell to both sides in the approaching conflict.


Towns long abandoned revived as metals and minerals of all kinds were once more in demand. In 1938, Charlie landed the deputy sheriff’s job in Gabbs, a town about seventy miles southeast of Reno. Velma quickly found secretarial work in the office of the local mine company, which had no reservations about hiring married women. Husband and wife were ecstatic; Velma could finally declare herself Mrs. Charles C. Johnston.


Trudy was stunned; she couldn’t believe Velma had kept such a secret from her for so long. Joe was quietly delighted. Charlie was exactly the kind of man he would have wanted Jack to become and he never expected anyone to seek Velma’s hand. Trudy was not about to let the marriage to go uncelebrated and she hastily convened a ceremony at their home. “Coming as a surprise to their friends was the marriage of Miss Velma Bronn and Mr. Charles Clyde Johnston,” the Reno Evening Gazette reported of the August 14, 1938, event. Velma dressed in a dove gray day dress she sewed herself, adorned with a gardenia corsage to remarry Charlie. In her picture her hair is drawn back demurely in a bun and only the good side of her face can be seen. But her smile is broad.


Stuck out in the middle of the central Nevada desert, Gabbs owed its existence to brucite, a magnesia-bearing mineral. The town, initially christened Brucite with the 1920s discovery, had been deserted since the early days of the Depression, but in 1938, the town, renamed Gabbs, boomed again. Hundreds of miners and their families stampeded into Gabbs, swelling the population to over one thousand. People arrived in such numbers that even tents were at a premium. Charlie and Velma counted themselves lucky when they found a two-room shack without electricity, running water, indoor toilet facilities, or adequate heat. These were privations Velma had never endured, but she hardly noticed. She’d finally married the tall, handsome man of her dreams and there was plenty of socializing and partying in this raw town full of young people.


Periodically, Charlie and Velma drove to Reno where they visited family and Velma scouted the latest fashions. Their route took them along a section of the Truckee River, which flowed from its source at Lake Tahoe, through Reno, past the tiny community of Sparks and on to Painted Rock and a handful of little communities and ghost towns until its terminus at Pyramid Lake on the Paiute reservation. Painted Rock, about twenty-seven miles southeast of Reno, was a favorite vantage point. They usually stopped to take in the view of fields of hay and alfalfa hugging the river, a delightful contrast to the gray peaks and shoulders of the nearby hills. Closer to the road, mineral deposits, called desert varnish, gave the rocks a dozen subtle shades of color.


One day Charlie spotted a small band of wild horses drinking from the Truckee. “They were posed, looking toward us, on a sort of a rock outcropping, almost like sentinels. They were quite close—just across the river and higher than us. Something startled them, for they wheeled and were off in flight, their movement almost as though they were equipped with wings, and their feet seemed hardly to touch the earth.”7


As the war wound down, demand for magnesium collapsed and Gabbs caved in on itself like hundreds of mining towns before it. After the war, working married women were no longer the pariahs they had been in the thirties. Velma found a stenographer’s position with Washoe County Title Guaranty in Reno and she and Charlie bought a small house on East Seventh Street, not far from where Velma grew up. Charlie found work with one of Velma’s cousins repairing motorcycles and with the regular parties they threw it seemed as if Mr. and Mrs. Johnston were happily settled into town life. But neither could shake a longing for land. Velma, now connected to the real estate industry, was perfectly placed to know what was coming on the market.


The land in the area they both loved near Painted Rock along the river was mostly owned by wealthy landowners with large holdings. Miraculously there was one sixteen-acre parcel for sale, precisely where they’d seen the wild horses during one of their trips. Velma and Charlie quickly made an offer and put their house up for sale. At the same time, Gordon Harris had opened his own insurance business and he wasted no time hiring Velma.


Charlie and Velma never expected the ranch to be a paying proposition—no one in Nevada could make a living with sixteen acres—but they could take enough hay off the fields to feed some livestock and grow their own vegetables and Charlie could hunt for game. Money, he assured Velma, would take care of itself.


Before there was a single building on the acreage or animals of any kind, Charlie and Velma christened their new home the Double Lazy Heart Ranch.





-THREE-
The Double Lazy
Heart Ranch



ASIDE FROM A handful of large ranches along the Truckee River, the arid, rolling country surrounding the Double Lazy Heart was sparsely settled. Old Joe the Hermit, as the locals called him, squatted in a small shack half a mile from where the bumpy lane to Velma and Charlie’s property met Route 50, the road to Reno.


In the Truckee River basin itself, grass was more abundant than almost anywhere else in Nevada. The river, one of the few sources of plentiful water in the state, was controlled by two dams and supplemented by a canal running south of Velma and Charlie’s ranch. The system had been constructed in 1913 between Reno and Fallon to improve irrigation and attract ranchers and farmers. It was a highly desirable location for ranchers, enhanced by nearby rail yards in Sparks and the Reno slaughterhouses. Those who located along the Truckee enjoyed a bountiful year-round water supply, but they also suffered occasional flooding in spring when melt water swelled the river beyond its banks, cutting off access to Route 50 and, to Velma and Charlie’s great delight, isolating the Double Lazy Heart.


They were so broke after they bought the land, Velma wondered how they could afford both a barn and a house. Charlie was confident they’d find a way. While he and Joe worked on the barn, a oneroom cinder-block cabin on a windblown plot near Wadsworth served as Charlie and Velma’s temporary home. “The Palace” had a rusting, corrugated tin roof and linoleum floors so worn, the subfloor showed through in splintered patches. A fringe of cottonwood trees offered welcome shade just north of the house, but the stand wasn’t big enough to shield it from Nevada’s scorching summer heat. Late into the night the walls still seemed to throb with waves of heat. The “facilities” were situated behind the house, ten long strides for Charlie, a couple of dozen for Velma.


Velma doubted there was a windier place anywhere. If gales weren’t howling down the slopes of the Virginia and Sahwave ranges to the north, gusts whirled up from every other direction. Sand penetrated the walls, coating everything. Velma’s city clothes had to be shaken before she put them on, and if she left her dresser too long without a thorough cleaning, a fine layer accumulated in the bottom of the drawers. At night the sheets were often gritty and after a particularly fierce blow, the bar of soap at the washstand felt like a pumice stone. Charlie laughed as she swept and dusted and cursed. “Don’t work so hard!” he’d chide, oblivious to the infestations of sand.


Velma loved color. The classic English cottage garden palate appealed to her most, but she was a daughter of Nevada, the monochrome state. Grays, taupes, and tans on virtually every horizon, save for a few lush valleys and the thickly forested mountains on the east side of Lake Tahoe, were unexciting to the eye. You had to dress it up a bit. Velma sewed cheerful bark cloth pillows to disguise a dull sofa and made bedspreads with matching shams and skirts. Colorful needlepoint samplers with amusing sayings adorned the walls and hand-knit cozies sheltered the coffee- and teapots from the sand. She hooked a rug in a rainbow of shades to hide the worn linoleum. Wherever there was a mournful corner or dark nook in the tiny house, Velma transformed it. She also designed the Double Lazy Heart emblem, two side-by-side hearts touching at the top, with “The Johnstons” above and “Ranch” below. To the right was a large J cradling Velma’s maiden initials, VB, and on the left a mirror image J sheltering Charlie’s, CC. She couldn’t wait to hang it on the wall of their own place.


As soon as an area was fenced Charlie brought in horses. Hoodoo, a pretty iron-mouth gray who treated any bit as a trifling nuisance, and Foxy were the first two. Charlie rode Foxy, a big-bodied chestnut, draft cross stallion with massive feet. No one knew where Foxy came from, but by the time Charlie got him he’d been running wild for some time and had the manners to prove it. Charlie, according to observers, worked magic on the hardheaded stud, turning him into a fine riding horse with one fault. He hated snakes. The only time Charlie got bucked off was on their annual ride to Reno to participate in the Fourth of July parade. When a snake crossed Foxy’s path he lit up like a rodeo bronc and dumped Charlie in a ditch.


On Mondays Charlie drove Velma into work from Wadsworth, then picked up Joe to bring him out to the ranch. The two men had developed a deep friendship, the kind that solidifies in sharing a satisfying task. Together they erected a hip-roof barn below the house site, which was close to the road. The men worked steadily, though Joe had to take frequent breaks to rest. It was one of the happiest times in Joe Bonn’s life. Lumber was in short supply after the war but Charlie found a load somewhere; he was rather vague about the details. From Monday night to Friday morning, Velma stayed in town with Trudy, returning to the Palace on Fridays when Charlie brought Joe home. Saturdays and Sundays were spent working on the barn, clearing rocks where the house would eventually sit, and erecting fences. It was the beginning of fifteen years of weekend marriage.
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(Left to right) Velma on Hobo, Betty Jo on Hoodoo, and Charlie on Ranger


When he wasn’t at work on the barn, Charlie was preparing a surprise for Velma. He wasn’t satisfied with either Hoodoo or Foxy for Velma. He wanted her to have a reliable horse that was an especially comfortable ride. He settled on Hobo, neither mustang, draft, nor quarter horse but a breed harkening back to the plantation and mountain horses of Tennessee, Kentucky, and Missouri. Hobo carried Will Rogers’s brand, though no one recalls where Charlie either bought or found him. Unlike his trotting cousins, Hobo had a gait called the single-foot, which produces a smooth ride even at high speeds. His buckskin coat, so dark it appeared almost bay, shone in the Nevada sun while his rather plain head was improved by a kind eye and well-placed ears. Hobo had worked on the rodeo circuit and was exactly the kind of sensible, seen-it-all horse Charlie had been searching for.


When Charlie presented Hobo to Velma, she was uncharacteristically speechless. Happily, her allergy to horses, which had appeared suddenly after the polio attack, disappeared as quickly when Hobo came into her life. Though Charlie worked hard to turn Hobo into a rock-solid trail horse to spare Velma unnecessary jolting, he never completely cured him of a tendency to spook sideways when startled. Fortunately, Velma was a competent enough rider to cope.


Charlie’s chestnut mustang, Ranger, had the head of an Arabian, with an elegant, slightly dished nose, tapering muzzle, and wide, finely carved nostrils. It was a type of head common among the Nevada wild herds, a result of mustangs crossed with those Arabians imported from Spain or from Arabia itself. Because Ranger had a tendency to buck, Charlie trained him to stop if the reins were dropped. At first only Charlie could ride him, but eventually he became gentle enough for children.


On the bitter afternoon of New Year’s Day, 1946, Velma and Charlie moved their furniture from the Wadsworth Palace to the Double Lazy Heart Ranch. They partitioned off a small room inside the barn, just spacious enough for a couple of single beds, a woodstove, and their two cocker spaniels. It wasn’t much but it was all their own and not a grain of sand blew through the walls. Charlie promised they’d have a real home before she knew it.
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