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When I’m quiet I can hear them–the voices of my ancestors in my head. Their accents thick with Yiddish and their words tinged with sarcasm. They tell me things I already know. I appreciate their honesty and sense of humor. I imagine them here, all together, following me around as I care for the land they once cared for.

I try to imagine them arriving, penniless, at Ellis Island. Their only abundance being the wealth of consonants packed tightly into their last name. Unpronounceable in the West, they took a simpler name, Lattin. New name, fresh start, and the promise of land and opportunity. Perhaps they were enamored with the vastness of the plains and the clear blue sky or maybe they were just tired and desperate to settle down. And then, the dust bowl. 

I marvel at my ancestor’s perseverance and innovation. They installed a greywater system to send water from the shower and bath onto their small corn field on the south side of the house, just one of their saving graces. They did the same thing when they got their first washing machine. They used only castile soap for everything, so I use only castile soap for everything. Back then people made their own soap or bought bars wrapped in paper. Then companies started making liquid soap that comes in plastic bottles that clogs up the landfills. Now some people, like us, buy our soap as a powder that comes in little brown bags made of recycled paper. From solid, to liquid, to powder. What comes next? I wonder. My ancestors don’t weigh in on that one.

I hear their voices when I clean the gutters and when I flush the debris out of the pipes to the rain catchments. Slapping my open palm against our 5,000 gallon water tank to hear where the water level is gives me déjà vu. How many times has that tank been slapped in that exact same spot? We have two 5,000 gallon rain catchments, the green one we call grandma and the tan one grandpa. They are worn and sun-faded like my overalls. I water the raised beds and slap my hand against grandma’s green belly again, the water level is low, but the reverberations whisper don’t worry.  

The sunrise is a juicy guava pink this morning spreading out across the horizon. The oats and amaranth are doing well, the result of generations of being bred for drought tolerance and extreme heat–like me. I touch their leaves in greeting. The zucchini and yellow squash look perky this morning; their leaves won’t begin drooping until midday. My favorites, the snap peas, climb heartily along their trellis with an abundance of little white flowers, promising a sweet, crisp harvest. They are not bothered by the lack of water or the high temperatures. The tomatoes are parched, but still producing. I prune the sadder looking leaves and drop them around the base of the plants, sprinkling a little extra straw over the soil to keep the precious moisture in.

I move on to the fruit trees that share their greywater with the corn, sorghum, millet, and beans. My ancestors whisper to me as I clean the aphids off the Japanese plum and the Anjou pear, but too quietly for me to make out the words. The giant apple tree stands big and tall despite a second season of blight that stubbornly resists our home remedies. I ask my ancestors for guidance, but their voices go silent. The mulberries are starting to ripen; the darkest ones stain my fingers on their way to my mouth. The sky turns rapidly from pink to orange to blue.  Another day, crystal clear in all directions, corn fields, wind turbines, and solar arrays disappearing into the horizon.

Oklahoma is in the “wind corridor” a prime location for both wind and solar energy, but by the time these feats of engineering were built, many said it was already too late. The solar array appears like a dark metallic sea across the plains. Most people call it an eye sore, but I find it strangely beautiful, a constant reminder of the demanding and determined nature of my species. I hear the sound of the wind chimes when I walk up the porch steps, grateful for a slight breeze.
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Inside, my father, Troy, sits at the table drinking Yaupon Holly, the plant that I am named after. The plant that Troy started drinking once coffee became too expensive and corrupt. The only caffeinated plant native to North America, a drought tolerant evergreen. Troy is pouring over permaculture articles, searching for a solution for our apple tree. When he is hunched over, his bushy white beard brushes the table, and his slight pot belly protrudes. His posture reminds me that he will be seventy by the end of this year. Seventy and seventeen, my dad and I, when I realized it I told him this will be our lucky year! But he just smiled and rolled his eyes.  

“Sitting like that’s going to make you a hunchback,” I blurt out to the poor old man as I open the refrigerator and stare blankly inside. I’m already sweating and the refrigerator is helping to cool me down. My palm lingers on the handle a second too long causing the refrigerator’s matronly voice to start talking–Your daily diet recommendations are: breakfast–25 grams of protein, 10 grams of fiber... I slam the door closed telling her to shut up. “We have to figure out how to turn her off, she drives me nuts!” Troy grunts and leans back in his chair, taking off his glasses to look at me, his vibrant, emotional teenage daughter. His white hair touches his shoulders, framing his round rosy cheeks, like an old hippie Santa Claus, jolly and cynical in equal measure. 

“Can I make you some breakfast?” His voice is gruff and raspier than usual, as if his vocal cords are still waking up.

“I’ll just have some toast for now,” I say as I fill a jar full of water and drink it down, spilling some purposefully down my chin to cool my neck.  

“Great, finish the loaf. I’m going to bake some more tonight when it cools down.” He plucks at his shirt to fan some air inside, “if it cools down.” He mutters. 

“Find anything in there?” I ask him, nodding towards his computer. The apple tree is prolific, a family heirloom, the thought of its demise is too terrible to speak aloud.  

“Nothing we haven’t tried already, but in a few days this place is gonna be swarming with the most tree-hugging, planet-saving soil nerds this side of the Oklahoma Panhandle, and each one of them will have their own two cents to put in on it, you can betcha that.”

“Two days, dad. The nerds are going to be here in two days! I could use some help setting up the tents. I have them all laid out in their spots and...” 

He interrupts me.

“Aren’t they supposed to bring their own tents? They’re gonna boil out there. Do they know that? Do we have enough towels?”

“Towels? Dad, it’s going to be fine. People who come to permaculture convergences are used to extreme conditions. Most of them will be in their camper vans, I’m just setting up the extras I found in the shed. No one’s gonna boy-ul,” I say, mimicking his southern drawl. “But you’re right, I certainly hope someone has the answer to help our apple tree.”

While I hydrate and wait for my toast my eyes wash over the collage of pictures stuck to the front of the refrigerator door, a mosaic of photos, notes, and drawings held on by old tape and rusty magnets. What captures my attention today is the two faded polaroids, side by side, of my great-grandparents Rose and Beau. In the first one they are frolicking on a beach at sunset–the Gulf of Mexico–their favorite getaway. The other picture was taken just after their Summer Solstice Permaculture convergence in 2005, where the entire house was encased in cob. They stand proudly on the front porch in front of their newly made Earthship, one hundred years ago. The pictures are so washed out it’s hard to make out their faces, but I can feel their joy through the shape of their bodies. I found the ancient polaroids in a photo album and put them on the fridge to inspire us. One hundred years later Troy and I are now hosting our own summer solstice convergence. I make a mental note that Troy and I should take a picture like that together on the front porch.  

I can tell Troy is excited by all the extra loaves of sourdough he has ready to bake, even though he acts aloof. He is going to give two presentations: one on canning and fermenting, the other on composting and vermiculture. He knows the schedule; we’ve been planning this together for almost two years now. Sometimes he just acts like an ornery old man, which I guess he is.

I rehearse my presentation as I sweep the floor of the composting toilet and restock it with toilet paper, hand sanitizer, and sawdust. I will speak about the history of our home and how my family was instrumental in paving the way for permaculture and regenerative agriculture in the Oklahoma Panhandle and the surrounding areas. I take wood polish to the door of the outhouse with the beautifully carved crescent moon. I am too excited to stop moving even though it is becoming too hot to work outside. In the kitchen I clean the stove and wipe down the brightly colored mosaic countertops. I say the words quietly to myself, my ancestors built this house, they tended this land, they... Henry’s truck approaches in the distance, interrupting my thoughts.  

I can see him wipe the sweat from his forehead as he comes up the road to our house; his wavy brown hair bouncing against his shoulders. As he pulls up he taps the horn with his customary series of quick honks and when he sees me come out to the front porch, he honks the horn excitedly a few more times, which makes me blush. A few years ago, Henry told me that I often look like I’m on the verge of laughter. Must be because you’re so funny looking. I’d said, in what I thought was a quick-witted retort. He laughed and punched my arm, and that was the moment something changed about how I saw Henry. 

He parks haphazardly and leaps out of his truck, his movements fast and theatrical. Henry drinks Yaupon Holly, too, a lot of it, which he attributes to his high energy. He always tells me he’s hopped up on Holly, which makes me giggle. He’s been our closest neighbor my whole life, just a half-mile away, though I never spent any time at Henry’s house when I was little. Troy and I had been there a few times. In my memory it was a dimly lit place, the curtains always drawn, his parents always asleep inside their virtual reality headsets. I can’t recall either of their faces. They were like shadows, quiet and dull, maybe I can see their drooping eyelids, or maybe it’s just imagined. The only thing I can remember for sure was the way they smelled, like chemicals and unwashed clothes. I remember a few times when I was very little Troy talking to them, his voice low and stern, while Henry and I played in the other room. So Henry spent a lot of time at our house, doing projects with Troy and I. And then when he turned eighteen, his parents left. I was eleven. We never talked about it. Now when I go over to Henry’s place the house looks nice, he keeps it clean and always has the windows open.  

Despite the negligence of his parents, Henry turned out bright. When I was little I told Henry that if he was a color he would be yellow, like the sun. Henry can teach himself anything. He’s a self-taught mycologist and knows so much about science and plants and just about everything. He always wears safety glasses and smells like mushrooms and boiled grain. I like the way he smells, though I could see how some people might not. I admit I’ve become more and more obsessed with Henry these days, but it’s hard to tell how he feels about me. He can be hard to read. He just turned twenty-three and he’s kind of like my big brother so I guess I can’t blame him for not being interested in me in that way. I can tell as soon as I see him that something is wrong. “What’s the matter?” I ask him from the porch.  

Henry’s mouth draws back revealing a deep set of dimples in his thin face that seem to only appear when he’s preparing to give unpleasant news. “The Hartzfields left last night.” he pauses, “I saw them packing.” He scratches the back of his head, “they’re going to stay with family in Montana. Said they just can’t do it any more, the blight on their corn is getting worse and they don’t think they’ll have a harvest. Said they don’t want to suffer through the summer just to stick around for another winter.” He squints up at me with nothing more to say.

“Hmmm, well I don’t think they’ll do much better up there,” I mutter. I can and can’t believe it at the same time. Lots of people are leaving. Even my best friend Cynthia just left with her family for Montana. “But you’re not going anywhere, right, Henry?” I ask with a smirk.

“I don’t have any place else to go!” he says, grinning, holding out his hands. His smile shows off his crowded jumble of teeth, which makes me swoon.  

“Good,” I say, smiling too. “Me neither.”

“We better get this wood unloaded. This is just what I grabbed from their place this morning, but there’s more wood and there’s an entire house full of stuff they left behind. We should go back this evening when it cools off. Oh, and I grabbed you this.” Henry pulls out a large pot containing a root bound aloe plant, parched and reddish-brown. “I thought maybe you could bring it back to life.”

“Thanks, I’ll see what I can do.” I say as he carries it to the front porch. It’s one of those very heavy terracotta pots and I’m momentarily lost in Henry’s biceps. Troy emerges from the house, dusting flour from his hands onto his dirty white apron.

“Henry, what are ya doin' out here? Tryn'a get heat stroke?” Troy pulls his big cowboy hat down over his long white hair and stomps down the steps to help unload the wood from Henry’s truck. He’s shirtless with his old apron tied around his swim trunks and combat boots laced up to his shins —his summer uniform. 

“Howdy, Boss,” Henry calls to Troy. “Actually it’s the Hartzfields,” his dimples showing, ”they left last night, said the blight on their corn is getting worse. This is just scratching the surface of what they left behind. We can go this evening and see what else we can find.”

“The Hartzfields are gone?” Troy lets the information sink in, tugging on his beard. The Hartzfield family had been in Hurston County for a long time. “Wow. Sheesh. Without even sayin bye. Soon this place really is gonna be No Man’s Land after all, huh?” No Man’s Land was what the Oklahoma Panhandle was called during the covered wagon days. Now it’s our affectionate name for our hot, dry, wind-swept patch of Earth.  

“Ok, yeah, this evening we’ll see what we can plunder, eh? Thanks Henry. Glad we still have you. You let us know before you decide to up and leave, alright?”

“I’m not going anywhere.” Henry says, glancing at me. “And I’m here to help with preparations. Put me to work!” He says bowing as if at my service.  

“Great!  You can help me with the tents.”
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All we did was put up three tents, but already we’re overheated and pouring sweat. Henry and I retreat to the house. We gulp down water and then more water with scoops of electrolyte powder mixed in. We probably should have just waited till the evening, but sometimes Henry and I like to push each other to our limits, especially when it comes to the heat. He says you have to accustom yourself to it and I agree. That’s why we’ll survive, he says. With the tents set up, it's too hot to do anything else outside until evening.  

I notice our lean orange tabby, Pouncer, sitting in the doorway to my room licking his chops and lightly grooming. A long time ago Henry told us that Pouncer is actually female, that most orange cats are, but since we didn’t know that at first the male pronoun stuck.

“Good boy, Pounce! Caught another one?” I go into my room, to check what I call his sacrificial mat–the little hemp rug at the foot of my bed. Sure enough there are some fresh entrails that Pouncer didn’t care to finish. The rats have been bad lately, but Pouncer stays on top of it, though he’s got no fat to show for it. I take the rug outside to discard the remnants. We’ve gotten into the habit of flinging the remains outside the back door as a signal to other rats to stay away
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