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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book is my modern retelling of John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.

I first read Steinbeck’s masterpiece as a teenager, and it never left me. Eighty-five years later, the machines are different, the climate is different, and the systems that can crush a family have become more faceless and powerful than ever. But the people, the struggle, and the quiet dignity of those who keep walking are much the same.

Dust of a Different Kind is my humble attempt to carry that spirit forward into our time. Where Steinbeck had dust storms and handbills, I have drones and algorithms. The road is still long, and the rain, when it finally comes, still feels like mercy.

Thank you for reading.
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DEDICATION
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For those who plant trees they will never sit under, and for the ones who carry more than their own when the fire comes.
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EPIGRAPH
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"By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return." — Genesis 3:19

"The machines can count the trees. They cannot count the people who loved them." – Unknown

"They tried to bury us. They did not know we were seeds." — Mexican Proverb
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CHAPTER 1 – THE DRONE’S SHADOW
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To the red land and part of the gray land of the Central Valley the last good rains had come in another year, and the people remembered them the way a man remembers a face he will not see again. The almond rows stood in their straight lines, and the leaves had gone the color of old paper, and the dust lay on the leaves and on the ground between the trees, so that a boot coming down sent up a small dry cloud that hung and did not settle. The sun came up hard over the Sierra and by nine o'clock the heat was a thing you could lean against. It did not let up. It had not let up for eleven days.

On the porch of the small house Abuelita Rosa sat in the cane chair that had been her husband's, and she watched the trees the way she had watched them for forty years, as if watching could keep them. Her hands lay in her lap, brown and folded and still, and the skin of them was loose now over the bones. She did not sweat much anymore. The heat went into her and stayed, and she sat with it the way the old sit with everything, patiently, as though it were a guest who would one day have the manners to leave.

Out among the rows Mateo Salazar walked with a hose that gave him nothing. He had opened the valve and waited and heard the pipe knock and groan, and then the dry hiss of air, and that was all. He stood holding the dead hose and looking at the trees that his grandfather had planted, and he felt the old anger come up in him, easy and familiar as breath. He was twenty-three and he had wanted to be in a classroom in another city, and instead he was here holding a hose with no water in it, in heat that wanted to kill him, on land that did not belong to them in any way that mattered.

Above him, very high and very quiet, the drone hung in the white sky.

It was a small thing, no bigger than a hawk, and it made a sound like a hawk would make if a hawk were a machine, a thin electric whine that came and went on the moving air. It belonged to AgriSyn, the company that had bought the water, the company that held the paper on the land. Every morning it came and flew its slow squares above the orchard, and its eye looked down and counted the trees and measured the green that was left in them and sent the numbers somewhere, to a building or to no building at all, to a room full of screens or to no room, to nothing a man could stand in front of and curse.

"It is looking again," Abuelita said from the porch. She had not raised her voice. "Tell it we are still here, mijo. Tell it we have not died to make its counting easier."

Mateo looked up at the drone and lifted his hand, not waving, only lifting it, the way you would show an empty palm to prove you carried nothing. The drone did not care. It finished its square and turned on the air and began another, patient as the heat, patient as the bank, patient as everything that did not have to bleed.

Inside the house Elena Salazar moved in the dark kitchen with the shades pulled down against the sun, and she worked the way she always worked, with her whole body, as though motion itself could hold the family together. She had pinto beans going low on the stove because beans were cheap and would feed them all, and she had the radio on soft, an old radio that ran on a cord, and a man on it was talking about the heat and about the grid and about the price of things. She turned it off. She knew about the heat. She could feel the heat in the walls.

Victor came in from the truck with his cap in his hand and his gray hair stuck to his head, and he sat down heavy at the table and did not speak. He was fifty-four and he had worked since he was nine and he believed, the way his own father had believed, that work was a kind of prayer that God would have to answer if you only kept at it long enough. The orchard was his answer not coming. He turned his cap in his hands, around and around, and watched it turn.

"There is no water in the lines," Mateo said, coming in. "Not a drop. They've shut the lease off again."

"They cannot do that in the middle of a grow," Victor said. "There are rules."

"There are no rules, Pop. There's a contract, and the contract says they can do whatever the number tells them to do." Mateo dropped into a chair. "We don't own the water. We never owned the water. We rent it from them, and they decided the trees aren't worth the water anymore. That's all. That's the whole thing."

Victor's jaw worked. "We will call them."

"You can't call them. There's no one to call. There's an app."

From the back of the house came the small voices of the two youngest. Luna, sixteen, lay on her bed with her phone held above her face, and the phone's light was the only cool-colored thing in the whole hot house, blue and steady on her skin. Diego, eighteen, sat on the floor against the wall with his knees up, talking, always talking, about the cities up north and the jobs up north and the life that was waiting just past the edge of all this if a man would only go and take it.

"They're hiring everyone," Diego was saying. "Climate work. Government money. You just show
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