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But I remember you before you became

a story. Sometimes, I feel a thorn in my foot

when there is no thorn. They tell me,

not unkindly, that I should imagine nothing here.

But I believe you are still alive.

—MARIE HOWE, 
From “Gretel, from a sudden clearing”





Prologue

Deposit 69818060-1-77 Harp Oletsky’s First Memory

It is nowhere you chose to be, and yet here you are. Papa steers your shoulders into the heart of the jack drive. Hundreds of rabbits stare at you through the wire around the fence posts. It feels like looking into the mirror. They do not want to be in this story either. Men have been working since dawn to herd the wild jacks into this pen. The town has gathered to solve the problem of the rabbits, who chew through rangeland and cropland, who eat the golden wheat your papa turns into money. Worse than the locusts, says Papa. Every hide brings a penny bounty. So many turnipy sweating bodies and a festive feeling in the air like a penny rubbed between two fingers, like blood shocked into a socket. A smell that reminds you of the room where babies are born. When you try to turn and run away, Papa grabs you. There’s Mr. O’Malley, Mr. Waldowko, Mr. Zalewski, Mrs. Haage. You can’t remember any more names. A hundred jointed arms come swinging into the pen that is alive with jackrabbits, the place of no escape. Now there is only madness. Terror of cudgels, terror of ax handles and hammers, terror of being trampled. “Papa! Help! Stop!” Rabbits run over your feet. “Settle down, Harp—” Papa is angry. He pours your name over your head like scalding water. The rabbits are angry. The rabbits are crying and dying, the clubs coming down, down, down. “If you ain’t gonna help, stay clear of us, boy—” You are six today. Your family will have a party after supper. The cake was cooling when you left for town. You feel sick thinking about it. Cherries come slopping out of the rabbits. Gray skins are splitting, slipping under bootheels and wooden bats. Papa shows you what to target: the skulls and the spines of the screaming jacks. It’s the fastest way to stop their screaming. There is another way, a voice cries out inside you. Smash it flat. You watch Papa click into his rhythm and begin to kill alongside the rest of the men.

You meet your baby sister’s gaze through the fan of her clean fingers. Lada is sitting on your mother’s lap. Three girls you know are watching from outside the fence. The girls are allowed to squeal and shield their faces. You wish you were a girl with them. Down, down, down come the clubs and the planks. Your stomach bulges and flattens. You are screaming with the rabbits. Your birthday wish is to get to the end of this sound. Quiet comes at last. The men’s arms rest against their sides like tools in a shed. Women are hanging the dead jacks to dry by their long ears. Every twitching rabbit’s foot has stilled. Inside of you, the screaming continues. It goes on and on and on. Papa finds you where you have hidden your eyes behind your hands, your tears inside your palms. “We can’t let the jacks overrun the whole prairie. No one likes it, Son.” This is a lie. Many had liked it. You shut your eyes along with the dead rabbits, because you did not want to see whose faces were smiling.

“Here,” says Papa. “One is still living. You cannot be softhearted, Harp.”

Your father puts the club in your hands. And after that, you are always afraid.

[image: Men holding clubs strike several rabbits that are running. Dust from the ground rises in the air.]
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Section I



COLLAPSE

[image: Two babies in diapers play in a shallow puddle on a grassy lawn. The baby on the right sits, with a slightly distressed expression. The baby on the left leans forward with a black circle obscuring their face. A wooden house with a porch and large windows is in the background. ]
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The Prairie Witch

A person can lose everything in an instant. A fortune, a family, the sun. I’ve had to learn this lesson twice in my life. The first time it happened, I was a fifteen-year-old fugitive from the Home for Unwed Mothers. The second time, I was a prairie witch chained to my cot in a cinder-block jailhouse. “Your second home,” the Sheriff liked to say. Officially, I do not exist in his West; nevertheless, it is a crime to pay me a visit.

On Black Sunday, before anybody knew to call it Black Sunday, I woke up in the jailhouse to a sound like a freight train tunneling through me. An earsplitting howl that seemed to shake the stone walls. My body trembled like a husk on the cot. My fingers clawed into the mattress. For those early moments in the dark I was nothing but the fear of floating off. What had happened to me while I slept? It felt as if a knife had scraped the marrow from my bones. Something vital inside me had liquefied and drained away, and in its place was this new weightlessness. Lightness and wrongness, a blanketing whiteness that ran up my spine and seeped out of my mouth. Bankrupt was the word that rose in my mind. At first, I did not recognize the voice crying out for help as my own. I clamped down on the sound, panicked—I could not afford to lose any more ballast. My numb limbs began to prickle with feeling, pins and needles stitching them back to my brain. It was not a happy reunion. Ten white toes sprouted like mushrooms on the edge of a filthy green blanket, waving to me from the outermost limit of what I could make out. A kerosene lantern in the hallway gave off a feeble emerald glow, beyond which the cell plunged into shadow. Not even the pain was mine. It came and went like the wind. Then it drilled through my skin and swallowed the world.

Or perhaps the black blizzard was already well under way when I woke up. Choking heat filled the jailhouse, along with lashing tails of dust. It occurred to me that I might be buried here before I could recollect who I was. Minutes and hours lost all meaning for me; I balled up on the cot and prepared to be pulled apart by a cyclone. Eventually the winds began to weaken. Light cut a pathway across the turbulent sky—I watched a pale line brightening and widening through the small cell window. A greenish disc hung above the cloud wall, and it took me ages to recognize the sun. It was not midnight after all, but well past noon.

I began to remember more about the land beyond this cell, the edgeless prairie. The name of the town where I worked returned to me: Uz, Nebraska, southeast of the Sandhills and west of the Platte River. We were four years into the worst drought that any newcomer to the Great Plains had ever experienced. Other beings kept older diaries. Cored cottonwood trees told a millennial story written in wavy circles that no politician had cared to read. Congressmen train themselves to think in election cycles, not planetary ones. They see spiking market highs and lows, and forget how to read in circles. Uz had been having brownouts for months. Plagues of jaws and mandibles. Grasshoppers rattled down on the tractor cabs from hissing clouds. Thousands of jackrabbits fanned over the Plains, chewing through anything green. Winged indigo beetles blew in from God alone knew where, husks shaped like hourglasses that nobody on the High Plains had ever seen before 1931. Red sand from Oklahoma and black dirt from Kansas and dove gray earth from the eastern plains of Colorado formed a rolling ceiling of dust above Uz that flashed with heat lightning.

The Sheriff and his family lived in a two-story brick frame house facing the jail, parts and blueprint purchased from the Sears, Roebuck catalog. It sat on the free side of the property, five hundred yards beyond the bars of my two-foot-by-two-foot window. As the dust blew into my cell, outside things became less and less real. The Sheriff’s house slimmed to a charcoal sketch. Erased, redrawn, and finally lost to sight. The sky was well and truly falling.

At last I forced myself to scream for help. It felt terrifying to release so much breath at once—the lightness rushed into my head. No one responded. How long had I been trapped here? The cell was seven feet by eight feet, and furnished with nothing but the cot and a tin bucket half-filled with the previous inmate’s piss. Or my own, perhaps. It seemed I was the only prisoner left inside the jailhouse. But I was wrong about that. Something pounced lightly onto my chest, then launched up to the ledge of the cell window—a huge bristling cat, whose carroty fur seemed absurdly bright. Her ears pitched forward, her claws tensing on the ledge. Her golden eyes regarded me serenely. Nothing called to the animal that I could hear. But a moment later, the cat slipped through the bars and jumped nimbly into the whirlwind.

Just as she leapt, I recognized her—the Sheriff’s cat, a flatulent tabby who often slept on my chest during my stays in the jailhouse. The Sheriff, out of stupidity or laziness, called her nothing at all, not even Cat. A memory wailed awake inside me: the Sheriff had once drowned a litter of her kittens in a washbasin within earshot of my cell. Five infant voices flooded through me, clawing at the soft walls within the walls. Again I heard the splash as the bag went under. Displaced water had come trickling down the hall while their silence deepened to permanence. The Sheriff had caged the mother cat in a nearby closet, locking us both into impotent witness. Her angry cries had blended with her children’s dissolving ones. The last voices in the world could not have sounded more forlorn.

A stupid man can still be a savant at torture. The Sheriff had squatted on his haunches in front of Cell 8, grinning through the bars at me as he poured fresh milk into a bowl for the dead kittens’ mother. “What a racket, eh? You’ll forget that nasty business in a snap. A powerful witch like you …”

My job returned to me before my name did. Yes, I am the Antidote I learned, and remembered. I am a prairie witch. A door swung open onto my life. Now I could picture my rented room in the boardinghouse. My poster facing the street from the third-floor window, hand-lettered for me by the calligrapher in Kinkaid gold: THE ANTIDOTE OF UZ! NOW ACCEPTING DEPOSITS. I advertised my banking services as a panacea for every ailment from heartburn to nightmares. Some of my customers, I recalled, had made up a little jingle about me, taking the lyrics from my poster:

“The Antidote to lovesickness! The Antidote to grief! The Antidote to gas pains! The Antidote to guilt! The Antidote to sleepless nights! The Antidote to sweaty palms! The Antidote to daydreaming! The Antidote to shame!”

Most everyone on the Great Plains knew about us, even those who denied our existence. The Vaults, some called us. The prairie witches. Now I remembered what I did to earn my bread—what I had been doing since I was a much younger woman. Absorbing and storing my customers’ memories. Banking secrets for the townspeople of Uz. Sins and crimes, first and last times, nights of unspeakable horror and dewdrop blue mornings—or who knew what my customers had transferred from their bodies into mine? These were only my guesses. I disappeared into a spacious blankness during my transfers. A prairie witch’s body is a room for rent. A vault to store the things people cannot stand to know, or bear to forget.

Half the town of Uz banked with me, and even those who denounced me as a fraud and a blackmailer knew that I was open for business in Room 11. People came and paid me to store some portion of their lives. A memory that felt too heavy to carry into the future, or too precious for daily reminiscence. As they whispered their stories into my green earhorn, memories lifted out of their bodies and into mine. It was a painless exchange. Nothing my customers told me had ever disturbed me, because I was not awake to hear them. Cocooned in blue trance, I could dilate to absorb anything. I did not return to my waking mind until a transfer was completed. “I know as little about what I contain,” I reassured my customers, “as a safety deposit box knows about its rocks. As a jar of pickling vinegar knows about its floating roots.” As an attic knows about its ghosts. Their dead were alive inside me, patiently waiting to be recollected. The weight of these deposits refreighted me. After a transfer, I often felt a heavy ache in my rib cage or my pelvis—sometimes a swimmy brightness like goldfish circling my chest—and in this way I knew that our exchange had been a success. My new customers would smile sheepishly at me and say, “I wonder what I just told you, ma’am? It’s gone clean out of my head!”

Now I understood why my body felt so frighteningly light, why the word bankruptcy kept running through my mind. Something had happened to me that I had not known to fear.

Fifteen years of deposits, somehow, had been siphoned from me while I slept. Drawn from my flesh, like vapor from a leaf. Where had they all gone? Out of my body and into the whirlwind? Were they still intact somewhere? Or had they dispersed with the dust? With each roomy breath, I learned more about the shape and the scale of what I’d lost. I rolled onto my side and pulled up my nightgown—a repurposed sackcloth from GROVER’S ORCHARDS, too short for a woman my height, printed with repeating sandy peaches that seemed to shrivel and ripen with each breath. I palpated my stomach with my fists, as if the thousands of secrets I’d housed might merely be misplaced.

To be clear, I hadn’t forgotten these secrets, because I’d never known them in the first place. Or perhaps that’s not entirely true. I knew them the way I knew you, my Son, before you were born. Nestled in my body, as pressure and weight. Memories are living things. When you house as many as I did, your bones begin to creak. Now I felt in danger of evaporating myself.

As it turned out, I was not alone. Farmers all over the Plains were losing their entire harvests at this very moment. Families hid in their cellars while the clouds grew fat with black earth. The sky became a growling belly. Uzians caught out in their fields when the darkness eclipsed the sun believed they’d gone blind.

Many of these same farmers and ranchers had also—unbeknownst to them—just lost huge tracts of the past. The days and the nights I’d held in reserve for them while they went about the business of living. My customers who had banked with me loyally since my arrival in Uz would soon learn about my crash—how could I prevent it? They’d come to make their withdrawals, and I’d have nothing to return to them. I had retained only a palmful of facts about my solitary life.

I have always kept scrupulous records. I could tell you who visited me on July 12 of 1927, and the duration of the visit. I could tell you to the penny how much money I made in Uz County between the years of 1920 and 1935. But what did it matter if I’d charged this client two dollars, and this one two hundred? None of the numbers I’d inked into my ledger had anything real to say about the vastness of what I’d just lost. It was spasms in my belly and the clawing grief.

Black Sunday, before the newspapermen named it and swept it into history, pulverized the region now known as the “Great Dust Bowl.” Like so many of my neighbors, I woke to ruin. In the center of the storm, I believed that the worst had happened. But I was wrong about that. The dust had another lesson to teach me: so long as you’re still drawing breath, there’s always more to lose.

Home. Home. I tugged at the word until a world rose up. Chained to the cot, dirt inflaming my nostrils, I smiled in the dark. I believed I’d lost everything, but I hadn’t after all. I remember You. Hope grew inside me then. Unstoppably, as You once grew. I pictured green leaves twining around my rib cage, tethering me to my memories of You. Your slippery, seven-pound body and your strong wail. Every kick and twist, I rehearsed in my mind. Even the ache of losing You, I welcomed home. It was the weight I needed to sit up and plant my feet on the floor of the cell. As long as there’s a chance of our reunion, Son, I promise You that I will go on living.

On the night that You were born, one of the nurses at the Milford Home for Unwed Mothers risked her job to let me hold You. Lie back, she said, and let your baby drink. He knows what to do, honey. See that? He was born for this. I had never met such a hungry creature, so eager to live. I hadn’t guessed my body could meet another being’s needs so completely. You cried out, and I realized with wonder that I was the one You were calling for. I was the answer to your question. The antidote to your distress, your fear, your ravening hunger, your life-thirst. I stared into your fierce, dark eyes, born open. We fluttered in and out of sleep together, in a dream of milk and heat and love. Then came the block of hours which were stolen from me—I believe now that I was drugged. We are sorry, but you lost your baby, a new nurse told me when I awoke. The sensation of my milk lifting through my breasts to flood your mouth was barely a memory when a doctor I had never seen before handed me your death certificate. Those monsters with their sad smiles lied to me. I knew You were alive.

Are You still?




Asphodel Oletsky

You know, if you sync up your breath with the thing breathing behind you, you can barely hear it at all.

On the morning of April 14, I was the only girl on the prairie court. I liked to play two-on-two with Valeria and Pazi and Nell whenever they could sneak away, but that afternoon I was alone. I’d refused to go to Mass with my uncle that morning, our Sunday ritual. When I first arrived in Uz, I went to the Polish church with him for a solid three months. So many whiskery parishioners felt compelled to tell me that if my mother hadn’t eloped with that deviant, that swindler—my father, a man unknown to me—she would never have been murdered.

“Lada was such a timid little flower. Such a sweet girl, before she run off with that roustabout,” said one Polish grandmother who smelled like borax and Grape Sparkle. “She’d be alive, had she only stayed in Uz—”

“Well, buscia,” my uncle had interrupted. “That’s true. But if she’d stayed with us, her daughter wouldn’t be alive. It’s the killer we must blame for his crime, eh? Not my sister.” For an instant, I felt pure love for my uncle; then my face went hot with shame. What was I doing here, breathing? Using up the air that had been earmarked for her? For the next few weeks, I prayed intently for my mother’s soul, genuflecting on the wavy yellow risers that someone had made out of a forest’s kneecaps. Who knew that prayer could give you splinters? I could not keep it up. Going to Mass at St. Agnieszka feels like attending a headache with fifty strangers. The bells! The holy smoke! Like a hangover without the party. Too many eyes staring at me with pity and superiority. The only gaze I liked to meet belonged to Veronica in the Sixth Station of the Cross, whose onyx eyes were cool and pupilless and capable. Veronica was a great teammate to Jesus, wiping the blood and crud from his face. Once I made varsity, I discovered my own way of worshipping—under the fiery sky, with my basketball. I would rather leap than kneel. I pray to the God who loves to win.

“Maybe next Sunday,” Uncle Harp had muttered, taking my hand through the driver’s side window before releasing the clutch. He shouted a reminder to me that my soul was in jeopardy, then reversed down the sandy cow path to the main highway, the baked ground under his tires coughing yellow dust. This was exactly what his God had done, if you thought about it—disappearing into that remoteness my uncle called heaven, leaving the rest of us poor rubes to rake up the ashes. Uncle Harp prayed for rain every morning, and then he used the wheat comb to dig out the porch. At the start of our last basketball season, Dagmara’s mother gave every player a Red Cross dust mask dyed in our team colors.

When I first came to Uz, coughing woke me every night. I’d sit up in bed with my face in my hands and think for a good moment that my mother was still alive. That we were living in the yellow house in Hubbell. Then I’d remember: she’d been murdered and I’d been sent to live with her gray-haired brother. Every morning that I wake up here, I enter and exit that same tunnel of facts. I wake to a view of the fallowland, tangled in my dead mother’s blue cotton sheets in my dead mother’s bed, a bad dream that has continued for almost two years without interruption.

The detectives in our town never found my mother’s killer, but they did manage to locate her living brother. They shipped me to Uz on August 4, 1933, in the middle of the hottest summer on record. It was 104 degrees on the afternoon my train pulled in. My uncle seemed to feel this record-breaking heat was no coincidence—not that he blamed me, exactly, just saw me as more bad luck.

My hopes had no shape when I stepped onto the train platform at the Uz depot, looking for this uncle I’d never met. When I found him, the fog of hope cinched itself into a disappointment that was exactly Harp Oletsky’s height and shape. This rat-gnawed corncob of a man took my satchel and brushed my hair out of my face as if he were pulling back the curtains—a gesture that made me want to bite him. “Well, you don’t look a thing like her!” he told me. “Your mother was a very pretty child.”

Disappointment was the first thing we ever shared. Harp Oletsky, I realized, had no idea who my mother was. When he said “Lada Oletsky,” he was picturing a baby sister. The youngest mother in my memory is twenty-seven, with her ruby lipstick on at night and her sun-colored freckles. Harp Oletsky had no awareness of my mother’s best qualities, and her other qualities—her very poor judgment of men’s characters; her love of polka music and any kind of party; her struggles to keep hold of jobs and money; her gift for reviving sick birds and bald plants; her laughter that fell like rain inside our house, washing the sticky sadness from the walls; her habit of sticking out her tongue when she was reading or sewing. Right from the start, I understood that I was going to be alone with her. My mama’s only pallbearer. Even dead, she needs my care. I had hoped that Harp Oletsky would help me to remember her. Her real voice was slipping away from me, sounding more and more like my bad ventriloquy. But this stranger could only tell his silly stories about a toddler.

Hopes soar and teach you what a fool you are—Mama used to say this after a new job or a new man disappointed her. Staring into my uncle’s wrinkled face, I felt embarrassed by my hopes. Never once did my uncle come looking for his sister, even though he claimed to be heartbroken when she ran off. “Well, she didn’t run far,” I’d pointed out. The town where we lived on the Kansas border was a three-hour train ride from Uz.

“Lada didn’t want us to find her,” he’d said curtly. “I can show you her letters.”

On my first day in Uz, my uncle toured me around the Oletsky house. He led me to a faded family portrait hanging in the parlor. “This was Lada—” He pointed to a blurry child with a shy expression, clutching a tin watering can. Frozen there forever, never to be liberated, between my custard-colored grandparents and her two unsmiling brothers.

“You Poles all look bewildered or constipated,” I told my uncle.

“You’re a Pole, Dell.”

He followed me throughout the house, saying very little. I could feel his eyes drilling into me like two woodpeckers. He took me upstairs and opened the door onto Mama’s childhood bedroom—my room, now. “Well, Dell,” he said at last. “I can see this ain’t what you pictured. You tell me what’s missing. What would it take to make this place feel like home?”

“My bones in the ground,” I told him. “And even then, I’d just be visiting.”

On Black Sunday, before I knew it was Black Sunday, I picked up my ball and stepped back into the furnace. It had been ninety degrees every day for three weeks. My uncle’s truck bulged on the horizon, twin beams shining up the sparkling mineral inside the dust. It was no longer unusual to see cars driving with their headlights on at noon.

I would have liked a ride into town, but not enough to ask for one. I walked four miles into the once-grassy hills. The creek had run dry last summer. A foot of earth was missing. More blew off every time the wind picked up. The bankers worried themselves sick about their money flying off, but my uncle said that gold was small potatoes compared to what the High Plains had lost during this drought: soil. “Six inches of topsoil is what makes everything happen, Dell. All the food you’ve ever eaten depends on those six inches.”

Hardpan is what remains after the soil has vanished. Bony earth so dry you could bounce a basketball off it.

I was only alive to play basketball. It got me out of bed and it gave me a reason to keep breathing. Alone on Black Sunday, I pretended Coach was watching me. I ran downcourt while the dust scraped my calves raw, missing shot after shot, screaming whenever a gust came at me headlong. To move at all was a struggle. To breathe through my mask. To push a ball through the wind took enormous strength. The backstop shuddered almost, almost. Down-down-down, repeated the basketball to the ground.

We played on a secret court a mile west of downtown, on concrete that Coach had personally poured onto the prairie. Land that had been abandoned, too sandy to turn a profit. “Nobody will ever pay a nickel to watch girls play ball,” Dottie Iscoe once told me. “Female basketball is a freak show.” Dottie Iscoe clearly did not know about Babe Didrikson and the Barnstorming Reds, or the AAU tournaments with their prize money and college scholarships. We all held on to the prospect of being a prospect. Scoped by recruiters and sent to play for real money. But it was love that drove us outside in all seasons. A crazy love that pitched us against the dust, that hurled our bodies into the inferno that Coach was still calling Spring Training. “Who needs a rival team, girls,” Coach shouted from the sidelines, “when you can play against this wind?” Later was better, to beat the heat. When possible—not every girl could get away from her family so easily—several of us met to practice by moonlight. Coach was a gruff voice in our heads, directing our movements. At our afternoon practices, when attendance was mandatory, the whole team assembled and awaited Coach’s instructions. He’d blow his whistle and scream criticism of everything I was doing, his voice raking through me and drawing secret blood. It felt wonderful. Coach didn’t love me. He didn’t much like any of us. He never bothered with our names during practices and games. He called us by the numbers stitched onto our jerseys. We were like a math problem that Coach was continually solving. He wanted the same thing I did, which was to win.

Coach would stand under the basket barking insults at us, his snouty green car parked at the edge of the court with its headlights burning. He angled the lights so we could see the center line. We practiced half-blind, running through swirling corollas of dust. Pink shorts ballooned above our knees, floating through the twin beams as we ran, and I saw this again in my dreams at night, where I was still practicing, always practicing. Downcourt, upcourt. Coach honking three times for each basket, flashing the lights on us. Basketball turned me into something so much larger than a girl. All the legs on the court belonged to a single unstoppable animal.

The land here is so flat that it’s easy to lose your bearings. When the sun begins to sink, even veteran Plainsmen consult their compasses. I’ve heard that it feels like being lost at sea. I have never seen the ocean, but I know what it means to live without landmarks. I turned to find the road. When I looked to the southeast, I saw a black bar, floating midair. This was not such an unusual sight. The dust played tricks on our eyes. A city might seem to ripple into focus on the horizon and then collapse again. This had happened, said my uncle, even before the drought. He took me to see the “Mirage Flats” in the Sandhills, where the light and the grassy dunes cast up all sorts of illusions in people’s minds. One of them was that this sandy country could be profitably farmed. These vintage mirages decorate the Grange Hall. An entire wall is covered with the posters from the railroads that advertised Uz, Nebraska, to people like my grandparents as an “American Eden”: WHEAT PILES UP LIKE GOLD IN SOUTHERN NEBRASKA! RAIN FOLLOWS THE PLOW!

Staring out at the thirsty prairie made me feel lonely and important. The country needed me. It needed my teammates, the high school warriors who played ball in Region 7 of the Western Plains High School Girls’ Basketball League. Our team name, unfortunately, had come from our sponsor: Uz Poultry & Eggs. We were three games away from becoming the Region 7 Champions for the second year in a row. The farmers and the ranchers were sunk in a losing season, but Uz Poultry & Eggs kept winning. Very few people were turning out to watch our games in the early months of 1935, but the scores got reported in the local papers and I knew that they mattered—certainly more than the mostly empty gymnasium suggested. When we won, I believed it shored up everyone in our disintegrating town.

I was the starting point guard of Poultry & Eggs this season, owing to my natural playmaking skills and also because I had nothing to do but practice. Other girls had homes to which they longed to return, water to pump and chickens to feed, mothers to chide them and to kiss them, fathers to scream at them to haul ass, what seemed like thousands of younger siblings to burp and diaper and bounce to sleep. Love wore them out. I had nothing to burn off the reserves of my anger but basketball. I needed rivals to wring it out of me. Game day was the greatest release, the one day of the week when I felt anything like peace. Coach told me what to do and the scoreboard told me what to feel. My feet left the ground, the ball left my fingers, and I could tell in that instant whether I’d made my shot. Into and through. I played under the moon, straight through the summer months, when every other girl my age was helping with harvest. Uncle Harp did not expect help to come from me. He’d given up on asking me to do much of anything (although he often left his bedroom door open so that I could hear him praying loudly for my salvation). There was no one to stop me from doing whatever the hell I wanted. My murdered mom was dying a second time—fraying and fading inside me—the earth was attacking us from the sky, and the only consolation I still believed in was that all weather is temporary. Weather could change in an instant.

The black cloud, I noticed, had started moving inland. Racing toward me—toward us. The dust began to lift and curtain. The wind bansheed across the prairie with nothing to split its tall loony cry. Even then, I knew I had to keep dribbling. My ball was the only thing nailing me to Earth. Thud! Thud! Thud! I kept my eyes on my hands and sprinted up and down the court while the wind tried to steal my ball.

A Dodge truck was making its slow, boxy way down the road. It was another five minutes before my uncle’s frightened face came into view, a gray pebble behind the windshield.

“I was gonna walk.”

“Are you crazy? There is a storm about to hit. Get in.”




The Dryland Farmer, Harp Oletsky

[image: A man wears a straw hat, a collared shirt, and striped overalls. A black circle obscures his face. He stands in front of a weathered wall with peeling plaster and exposed wooden beams. A thermometer is mounted on the wall behind him. ]
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Black Sunday began as a gash in the western sky, growing wider and wider and spilling down dirt instead of blood. Sometimes I imagine the glee of those journalists at the New York City papers—typing up the story of our worst day in their fancy language. Adjusting the margins and pushing our tragedy into a skinny column, just like old Marvin at the funeral home shoving a tall corpse into a tight suit.


DUST VICTIMS IN NEBRASKA PRAY FOR RAIN! “MESSIAH” SUNG IN THE SANDHILLS


Poor ignorant farmers! Is that what the reporters think?

Poor gamblers, putting it all on wheat.

Imagine every ghost rising up to hurl their cemetery earth at the living. That was the sound we heard last Sunday afternoon. At 3:00 p.m. the sun was murdered in cold blood, in full view of every woman and child. The sun sank into black cloud. Buried alive, at a shocking altitude, by the duster to end all dusters.

But at a quarter past 2:00 p.m., the skies were blue and I’d felt almost cheerful. Driving home from Mass, I passed Ed Leedskalin and stopped to chat with him. Ed was doubled over on the side of the road, gathering thistle. Pulling the plant while it was green and young, before the prickles form. Plenty of ranchers in Uz were keeping their famished cattle alive with tumbleweeds, but Ed told me he’d been giving them to his four hungry kids, boiling them with lard and salt. It broke my heart to picture a meal of thistle. It sounded like a scene straight out of that fellow’s doomsday film.

A couple months back, a tall Yankee came to the Grange to lecture us on our part in the catastrophe. A New Dealer employed by one of Roosevelt’s alphabet soup agencies, sent to reform us. A college boy, we’d assumed, because he had one of those starchy accents from no-place. He had come to Uz directly from some fancy summit about dirt. Scientists from all over the world had attended, he said. Palestine, Ceylon! Places where colonists had plowed up the land. Places that also had dust bowls. “America is not the only country dealing with soil erosion!” he’d shouted from the podium. He had a bad sunburn and canary yellow hair. I’d wondered how the kid got this government job at twenty, if he’d grown up in a farming family.

The boy scolded us for uprooting all the native grasses, exposing the soil to the elements. He wanted us to plant cover crops, perennials. To leave more living roots in the ground. He screened an early copy of a film for us—The Plow That Broke the Plains. The filmmaker had made farmers into the villains of the story, or so it seemed to me. Were we? “What is this hooey?” my friend Otto had shouted. Others used nastier names. As the credits rolled, the young man had pitched his voice low, like he was trying to impersonate the tenor in the film: “You need to change the way you farm this land. Thousands of years of fertility is banked in topsoil. You people are losing tons of it every minute.”

“How do we get the soil back?” I asked.

“You can’t, sir,” said this baby-faced expert. “It takes five hundred years to build an inch of topsoil. You’ve gotta protect what’s left.” Then he hiccuped at the podium and never quite regained his composure. The boy’s presentation had riled us, but it wasn’t exactly news. The more sod we plowed up, the less water we had. Nature’s sponge was gone. We had tilled the soil to powder. We had pulled up all the anchors. Now everything was blowing.

Tassels, leaves, stalks. Houses, trees, hearts.

The driest April in the history of the Weather Bureau. The windiest in living memory.

April 14 broke without augury, and then at 3:00 p.m., not half an hour after I said goodbye to Ed and got back on the road, midnight ran over the sun. It was darker and louder than any moonless night has ever been. The soil rose in mutiny against the farmer. Nobody who didn’t live through it can ever understand it. By some grace, I was able to reach Dell before the dust wall covered us. “It sounds like a thousand tornadoes,” said my niece. Did I take some satisfaction in the fear seeping into her voice? Yes I did. I had risked my own life to come save hers. Lada’s girl came to Uz with a little smirk tied to her face. Not a smile. More like a bowline knot. I confess that I enjoyed watching it unravel. It proved to me that my niece was a child after all. Dell never joined me in prayers, and I felt a rush of gratitude to my stubborn niece when she joined me in my terror. It only took Armageddon to get her jawline to relax. We crossed into the wrong lane as I swerved to avoid the dust wall.

The girl was breathing along with me all of a sudden, no longer alone in her own dark. We were feeling the sprawl of it. Awe, if you want to call it that. A windmill on Sender’s property caught fire as we sped past, wheeling scarlet flames under the angry clouds. Dirt rained across the windshield, blood roared between my ears, until there was no fence in my mind between inside and outside sounds. The flat horizon rose and stretched into one great swallowing mouth. It flew toward us, round and open.

“Can’t you go any faster?” Dell yelled at me. “I don’t want my obituary to read that I got buried alive on the passenger side.”

“You think your death would make the papers?”

I had on my driving goggles, and I’d had the foresight to soak a rag in water from the radiator. The girl pushed the rag against her face, silent at last.

It was a miracle that we made it home, with only a few feet of visibility and the earth pounding on the truck cab. A screen of darkness advanced toward the northeast, thousands of birds flying before it. I could not hear even one of them over the screaming wind. But that is a sight that will never leave me. The waves of earth crashing over the prairie. The sky exhaling all her birds.




The Scarecrow

I was not annihilated. Whatever “I” was.

[image: A scarecrow stands in an open field with its arms outstretched. It wears a long, tattered coat with holes, a cloth-wrapped head, and a tilted hat. Strips of fabric hang from its sleeves. The ground is covered in dry grass and soil.]
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The Prairie Witch

Lucky you,” the Sheriff’s wife said flatly when she found me alive.

I have the cat to thank for my rescue. Dottie Iscoe had brought her middle daughter, Gladys, to call for the tabby underneath the windows of the jailhouse. The child’s cries sailed up like birds while her mother’s tongue spaded at the thick air like an undertaker. “Caaaat!”

I don’t think either woman was expecting my voice to call back.

Mrs. Sheriff came coughing down the hallway toward my cell. Carrying a lantern, for all the good that did her—the joke in Uz was that you needed electric light to know if your kerosene lamp was still burning. Dottie had a red bandanna tied over her mouth, her tiny eyes enlarged by a pair of motorist’s goggles that she kept pausing to wipe clear as she groped along the walls.

“Jed! Red! Bring the key ring for the Yale lock!”

Jed and Red were her two boulder-faced sons. There was something funny to me, on a good day, about the contrast between the brothers’ blank expressions and their cowlicked red hair. But perhaps I misjudge them, Son. For all I know, the Iscoe brothers are geniuses in hibernation.

“I’m alive!” I called to them, somewhat unconvincingly. “Help!”

Down the hall, Dottie screamed. She jumped back as if she’d stepped on a rat. Her large son let out a yodel of terror. For the first time since I woke up to the hideous lightness, I was able to laugh. It felt wonderful to laugh again, like remembering how to blink and swallow. For hours I’d been lying stiff under the dust, gritting my sandy teeth, afraid to release a breath and weigh even less.

I heard a key biting iron. The cell door scraped open, rousing the dust from where it had gathered into hummocks along the walls like fat brown serpents. I laughed even harder, because this joke was not lost on me. The same people who had trapped me in the first place had come to free me. And tell me I was lucky.

Women like Dottie Iscoe often insist that people like me should feel grateful to them, Son. As if we are lucky to be alive at all in the world that they control. Ask any stone or flower if it feels grateful to be here. Your mother does not have much advice to pass on, but I can tell you when to be wary. You should be grateful is a sentence that the powerful wield like a cudgel. I heard it night after night in the Home for Unwed Mothers.

Dottie knelt over me on the cot, both of us coughing. She freed my arms and got me onto my feet. “Did you forget how to walk?” She grunted. Indeed I had. I felt like a corn husk, like a doll without its stuffing. We moved carefully down the narrow hallway where the dust lay thick enough to ripple. Jed and Red were waiting at the entrance. Jed lifted his mother by the waist, while Red hoisted me under my armpits. The boys spun us around, very formally, and set us down in daylight.

As I stood staring out at the buried garden, my vision swam.

Hollow-boned, bird-light—

The hideous lightness—

Bankrupt.

The word rose inside me again and attached itself to my condition.

I shuffled along behind her sons, fighting down an impulse to run back into the jailhouse. It seemed like the next gust of wind would lift me like a paper wrapper or dash me against the stones.

“How did you and the kids make out?” I asked Dottie. My voice sounded thin and faraway.

“Better than most. The obituaries ran three pages in the Register today. Vick telephoned from the hospital in Kearney, he says it will be twice as long tomorrow …”

The Sheriff had left before sunup, as soon as the winds died down, Dottie told me. He and Cam Yernhoff spent the morning digging people out along the highway. He had neglected to tell her that I was in the holding pen, she said with irritation. “You spooked me good.”

There is a log of prisoners that Sheriff Iscoe keeps for the state of Nebraska in which I’m sure my name has never once appeared. Unlike me, the Sheriff has no discipline when it comes to record keeping.

From Mrs. Sheriff, I learned that the storm had attacked towns and cities from west Texas to the Dakotas. Jackrabbits electrocuted near Kearney. A field of exploded watermelons. Cars shorted out on Route 20 and were abandoned by their drivers, two of whom collapsed and got buried by five-foot drifts not a hundred yards from the highway. I did not want to hear any more, and I said as much, but that only made Mrs. Sheriff pour these horrors into me with greater relish. In Uz people call her the town gossip. But Dottie is a scavenger bird. She perches on the Party Line collecting horror stories. She has an archive of bones to rival my own.

“Gesundheit,” said Dottie as I sneezed up bits of her atomized property. The air scraped our throats and our nostrils. We were inhaling farmland and ranchland. We were choking on the harvests of our neighbors. Dust tinted the sky a hazy red. Across the yard, the gateposts to Dottie’s garden rose out of pale sand; the garden plot was a new beach. You could see where the wind had left its autograph. Dust lapped over the Iscoes’ third porch step. Dozens of tumbleweeds had gotten pinioned to the barbed wire around the jailhouse. Snarls of green hid inside the dead thistle. A shovel-faced yellow pony nosed around them, her lips moving like those of a woman in church.

The Sheriff’s house looked like a shard of bone someone had dug out of the sand. Two ghostly faces stared at me through the gum-taped windows, and I was relieved to find I recognized them. Luyenne and Bettle, the tiniest Iscoes, three and four years old. So new to Earth they wouldn’t know how wrong the world was today. I wondered how old they would be when they figured out what they had survived out here. I wondered if they would ever know that their daddy was evil. Perhaps love would block the knowledge like an eclipse.

It was the worst dust storm to hit the southern Plains in living memory, Dottie told me, with something like glee. The Red Cross had set up in McCook and Hastings, treating eighteen babies and twelve elders with dust pneumonia. A dozen barns and farmhouses had been caved in by the black roller. Half the county buildings were damaged so bad they were not worth repairing. Her happy tone confused me until I realized she was celebrating her family’s fortune relative to all these smited neighbors.

“Lucky you,” I said.

“Ca-at—” Gladys Iscoe kept calling for the animal. Her worried cries were so rhythmic that her mother seemed to have stopped hearing them, the way living music can fade to the background of one’s own dramatic thoughts. “Ca-at—”

Before Dottie could stop me, I knelt and took the girl’s hand. Cruel words flooded my mouth: May the cat escape your family forever and never return. May the cat make it safely to the land of milk and mice and honey. The frostiness of the child’s dark eyes stopped me from saying them out loud. Gladys Iscoe was ten or eleven—too young to have that deadness already spreading through her.

“Take heart, Gladys,” I whispered. “Your cat will turn up alive.”

She looked up at me solemnly and squeezed my hand.

Over her daughter’s head, Dottie stared at me. We were both shading our eyes against the tiny knives hidden in the air. The hole in the sky that had screamed at us for hours had been replaced by a dull yellow haze. Dottie broke our gaze first, coughing into her sleeve.

“You must be wanting to get back to town, Miss Witch. It’s the Sahara from here to the windmill, but they’ve got the main road just about clear. Red can give you a ride.”

I refused to feel grateful to Dottie. But I did feel a jolt of sky-blue surprise. Kindness has its own electric current. I am almost never expecting it. She touched my wrist where the cuffs had been and handed her boy the key to his father’s car.

[image: ]

Red Iscoe was a terrifying driver. After twenty minutes of slamming the Sheriff’s tires into the dunes and then reversing into buried shoals of fence line, he sheepishly asked me to take the wheel. We were lucky the Ford didn’t short out. Dust was piled on either side of the road like bleak snowbanks. Miles of gray, impaled thistle and toppled fencing raced the road into town. The rows of tillering wheat were crushed and buried. In the northwest, Miguel Herrera’s ruined fields shrugged darkly at us. A dozen saplings from his newly planted shelterbelt lay stunned around the road. Perhaps he was relieved to find his trees destroyed. Plenty of people in Uz and the surrounding country had planted shelterbelts to get their checks from Roosevelt’s relief program, the so-called New Deal. Men talked openly about how they intended to cut down their freshly planted saplings as soon as their government money arrived. “I doze ’em off faster than I plant ’em,” one of my loyal customers, Wade Immey, had bragged to me. The New Deal ran into old habits out here.

Red and I dragged the trees by their roots, locking eyes over our dust masks. It was a strange intimacy to have with the son of my enemy. The Sheriff’s boy cleared a way for me to get to Uz.

At last we saw the right angles of the town spearing out of the murky light. A huddle of buildings that look frightened and conspiratorial, their backs to the immense prairie sky. “Uz is just a wide place in the road,” I once heard a lineman complaining to his friend. Red’s headlights lit up the shattered windows of Smallfry’s Eats; a rotting pineboard marquee; Easter’s Feed and Seed; the shuttered Bank of the Prairie. Every storefront was coated with black mitts of dust.

Beyond these respectable enterprises, at the abrupt, ungraded end of the main street that leads like a gangplank directly into a sea of treeless sand, You will find my window with its view of ruination. I lived on the third floor of one of the tallest structures in Uz, a three-story boardinghouse and saloon which leased rooms to spinsters like me, traveling salesmen, traveling preachers, traveling killers—let’s assume—although so far I had not encountered one. Suitcase farmers, rainmakers, drunks who lost their keys and their way home.

The Country Jentleman operated on the ground floor, serving “non-intoxicating liquor” to a dozen veteran alcoholics. Two years after Prohibition, Uz remained committed to its reputation as a dry county, a place of decency and virtue. They kept the “non-intoxicating” claim on the label and the whiskey hidden in those salubrious blue bottles. You’d often find the drunkest person playing a battered Steinway that turned every note into a plea for a piano tuner. The piano had come from a pirate ship with a mermaid hidden inside it, according to Rasmussen. My landlord was an unusually cheerful Swede, formerly of the circus Swedes, the “Rolla Rolla Rasmussens,” who still perform in Gordon; I think that sequined branch of his family gave him a soft spot for witches. He let me put my poster up in the window of the Country Jentleman, and he got on very well with me when nobody else was around. He charged White farmers flophouse rates: fifteen cents for a bed in the shared dormitory, twenty-five cents for a private room. Married men traveling with their wives got a discount. I paid twice as much as any other guest except for Charles Evans, a homesteader who had relocated here from the all-Black settlement of Audacious. Rasmussen had been charging Mr. Evans a dollar a night, the same rate they charged for the president’s suite in the Wheatgrower’s Hotel in Kimball. The poorer you were the more expensive things became, and if you were a Black man or woman, the White proprietors in Uz would overcharge you without shame, then go to bed feeling they’d done you a kindness by serving you at all. When I complained about my rent, Rasmussen told me that I should be grateful. “Think of the risk I run, letting a Vault operate above the Jentleman!” In truth, I must have tripled his income; my customers often drank a pitcher or two of his non-intoxicating liquor while they waited downstairs for their appointments. I watched Red Iscoe gulp water from the Sheriff’s battered canteen, his Adam’s apple jumping, as we made our way down the graded road into town. He had a sweeter version of his father’s face.

Without warning, time pulled into a line. An awful memory returned to me—now I remembered why the Sheriff had dragged me to the jailhouse in the middle of the night. On the Saturday evening before the Black Sunday storm, the Sheriff had forced me to take a deposit from the sozzled doctor who ran the State Asylum in Hastings. A slab-tongued fellow whose glasses were sliding off his face, swaying on his feet in front of my earhorn. Vick had pulled him out of the drunk tank and dragged him to Cell 8. I recognized the doctor’s ruddy face. He’d been all over the newspapers when he testified in the trial of “The Lucky Rabbit’s Foot Killer.” The doctor, shaved and sober, took the stand and told the jury box that Clemson Louis Dew—a skinny, trembling vagrant of seventeen—had a “mental defect” that caused him to murder seven women in four different Nebraska counties. What testimony had this doctor slurred into my earhorn two nights ago? He’d been hiccuping uncontrollably above me, and this was the last sound I heard before I blacked out (“Pardon—hup!—Me!—hup—Miss—hup!—Witch!”).

The Sheriff never pays me for taking these strangers’ deposits. He comes to the boardinghouse without warning and drags me to Cell 8. Once I saw his wife sponging blood off a wall, and I thought: That is all I am to Victor Iscoe. He needs me to sponge up people’s dangerous recollections. Think of it as a tax, he told me once. A tax on witchcraft. A few of these people the Sheriff brings to my cell have been formally arrested. Most have not. I’ve taken midnight deposits from two Filipino brothers with purple shiners, an Irish farmhand in a bloodstained apron, two agitated Polish women who winced each time the Sheriff spoke. You can thank the witch for saving us a world of trouble, he liked to joke with these frightened people, nudging them toward my earhorn in the dim cell. You don’t have to skip town, and I don’t have to kill anyone.

All at once, I remembered the vertigo of rolling into my trance on the night before Black Sunday—releasing my grip on my name and falling backward from a great height, dissolving into waves of blankness. When I returned to consciousness, the drunk doctor was smiling just above me, his hairy face floating over the earhorn, his crystal blue eyes sparkling like plates on the drying rack. “Thank you, Miss Witch,” he said. “I feel like a sunbeam, so light—what a marvelous gift!” The Sheriff watched us from the corner, where he had chaperoned the transfer. His face was stiff as a broom, but I watched his shoulders relax. From the doctor’s bright, empty eyes and the ache in my chest, I knew that the transfer had been a success. “Your secret is safe with me, sir,” I’d promised him. A guarantee I offer every customer mechanically, the way you’d hold a kerchief to a running nose. “And secret from me also.” Where had it gone?

The lurching sensation of lightness had not left me. Even more frightening was the crust of resignation forming around it. Staring out the windshield at the toppled fences and saplings, I tried to guess where—to what other world or realm—the memories I once held had been transferred. Perhaps the vacuum in the sky had pulled them out of me. Perhaps the great scouring winds had swept them into the clouds. But dust settles back to earth, doesn’t it? Dew lifts from the leaves and returns as rainfall. Why shouldn’t my customers’ memories be restored to me as suddenly and completely as they vanished? This was my prayer. Dead cattle covered the fields like inky holes. We crawled past the Bakowskis’ ruined grain, Iverson’s half-buried barn. Leghorn chickens wandered into the road, looking as stunned as I felt.

On the radio, Red and I listened to grim news from neighboring counties and states. Hundreds of farmers had lost their entire year’s crop to the dust. Some of my clients were certainly among them. What was I going to do when a customer came to make a withdrawal of their past and was met with an empty hiss?

Three men were clearing the main street, waving us on with their shovels. Mr. Grigalunas gave me a curt nod as we rolled by. He’d been banking with me since the boom years, and I felt a pang in my gut. Did he guess from my face that I was bankrupt?

Now the lolling tongue of Main Street came into view, the train tracks curving off into the dust like buried teeth. I could have walked the rest of the way to the Country Jentleman, and should have done so.

Instead, I held a dry rag to my face.

“Do you know what your father does to me in Cell Eight, Red?”

“He brings you in for questioning. I imagine he asks you questions.”

“How do you imagine it? The two of us sitting on the cot, having a chat?”

“It can’t be easy work,” he said. “Getting an honest answer from the likes of you.”

It had worked; I heard it in his voice. A suspicion had taken root in the boy. I’d begun to cultivate my revenge against his father.

“I’m going to tell you something that will haunt you for the rest of your days, Red. Whether or not you want to believe it, you will hear the ring of truth and …”

His stony face cracked apart. “Stop—”

I did not stop. I raised my voice over his protestations. Cataloged every cruelty that I had suffered at the Sheriff’s hands, every gruesome and despicable act. I watched the struggle on the boy’s face. His brows and lips hardened into a sneer, but my words were reaching him, stirring color into his flush-red skin. He could not reject my story as a falsehood. The tiniest details had breached his defenses. Something as irrefutably small as the white mole on his father’s back, the dead kittens floating in a flour sack.

Red was sobbing by the time I finished.

Shame flooded through me then, watching the boy cry into his hands. I had an urge to remove the splinter I’d just driven into him.

“Don’t fret,” I said. “I can take it all back. Come upstairs with me, and make a deposit …”

In our treeless prairie, lost winter migrants sometimes fly in circles until they drop like stones from exhaustion. Having nowhere else to rest, Red eventually lay his head on my shoulder. My hand lifted to stroke his sweaty hair. I had an overwhelming urge to shut my eyes and sleep beside him. I wanted to dream about the earlier heaven, when I was still a young woman and heavy with You.

“My father isn’t who you say he is.”

“Red,” I said. “What if I tell you it was all lies? Pure invention.”

“Get out of my car.”

It’s rarely the truth itself that people can’t accept. It’s how they feel about it.

I stood on the street and watched as Red Iscoe disappeared in the Ford, moving ant-like down the curl of road. Son, I struggle to believe that today You are older than Red—a man of twenty-six. I pray You landed with people who love You. If You call someone papa or daddy, I pray he is nothing like Vick Iscoe.

I often wonder if I would have been a good mother to You. I want You to know me, baby, but I also want You to love me. I worry that success at one aim will mean failure at the other. Still, I will do my best to be honest with You here. The truth is that I hurt Red Iscoe out of rage at his father. And I fear that, in this line of work, I have done far worse.

[image: ]

In the boardinghouse, I found an inch of dust on the floor, and my red shoes were filled with the stuff. Every cup and vase had become an hourglass. Rasmussen’s daughter-in-law must have come into my room, because there were damp sheets pasted to the windows and fingerprints were visible on the dust-covered table. The mirror glass was crusted over, and my shocked face gazed out at me through the scrim. My age always startles me—the lines webbing my eyes, the new gray in my braid. I was fifteen when I fled the Home for Unwed Mothers in Milford, and somehow that’s still the face I expect to see in the glass. I’d prepared to be your mother, and then I woke in leather restraints to the doctor’s lies. Milk wept out of me. My body did not believe him. My body knew you were alive.

I turned from the powdery mirror and spent a quarter hour polishing my earhorn. My earhorn is my conduit—the only object I have ever cared about. It



























































[image: Vintage Books]


Read Boldly. Think Differently.

Continue the conversation:

Twitter: @vintagebooks

Instagram: @vintagebooks

TikTok: @vintageukbooks

Facebook: @vintagebooks

Sign up for the Vintage Newsletter to hear more about Vintage books.

www.vintage-books.co.uk

World-class writing. Beautiful design. Ideas that matter.






VINTAGE

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Vintage is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain by Chatto & Windus in 2025 
First published in the United States of America by Alfred A. Knopf in 2025

Copyright © Karen Russell, 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Front cover: young migrant mother, Klamath County, Oregon, 1939 by Dorothea Lange, photographed for Farm Security Administration (FSA). Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA/OWI Collection (neg. no. 8b35575) 
Cover design © Suzanne Dean 
Hare and horn illustrations © Gerard Dubois

Marie Howe, excerpt from “Gretel, from a sudden clearing” from The Good Thief. 
Copyright © 1988 by Marie Howe. Reprinted with the permission of Persea Books, Inc. (New York). All rights reserved by Persea Books, Inc.

ISBN: 978-1-529-93238-6

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Vintage

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/images/p003.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/banner.png
IJ
I\





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png
VINTAGE





EPUB/images/p002.jpg





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-light.otf


EPUB/images/p022.jpg





EPUB/images/p018.jpg





EPUB/images/p026.png





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘This novel swept me up
and carried me away’

‘A pure dust storm
of utter genius’

‘One of our most humane
and generous writers’





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avenir-heavy.otf


EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		A Note About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Epigraph



		Prologue: Deposit 69818060-1-77 Harp Oletsky’s First Memory



		Section I: Collapse



		The Prairie Witch



		Asphodel Oletsky



		The Dryland Farmer, Harp Oletsky



		The Scarecrow



		The Prairie Witch



		Asphodel Oletsky



		The Dryland Farmer, Harp Oletsky



		The Scarecrow



		The Prairie Witch



		Asphodel Oletsky



		The Dryland Farmer, Harp Oletsky



		The Scarecrow



		The Prairie Witch



		The Prairie Witch’s Apprentice, Asphodel Oletsky



		The Dryland Farmer, Harp Oletsky



		The Scarecrow



		The Antidote’s Story: Part 1









		Section II: The Counterfeiters



		The RA Photographer, Cleo Allfrey



		The Prairie Witch



		The Prairie Witch’s Apprentice, Asphodel Oletsky



		The Grange Master, Harp Oletsky



		The Scarecrow



		The RA Photographer, Cleo Allfrey



		The Prairie Witch



		The Player-Captain of the Dangers, Asphodel Oletsky



		The Grange Master, Harp Oletsky



		The Scarecrow



		The RA Photographer, Cleo Allfrey



		The Prairie Witch



		The Antidote’s Story: Part 2



		The Player-Captain of the Dangers, Asphodel Oletsky



		The Grange Master, Harp Oletsky



		The RA Photographer, Cleo Allfrey



		The Prairie Witch



		The Region 7 Champion, Asphodel Oletsky



		The Grange Master, Harp Oletsky



		Tomasz Oletsky’s Deposit



		Harp Oletsky









		Section III: All is Not Lost



		The Scarecrow



		The Photographer, Cleo Allfrey



		The Antidote



		Asphodel Oletsky



		Harp Oletsky



		The Photographer, Cleo Allfrey



		The Antidote



		The Antidote’s Story: Part 3



		Asphodel Oletsky



		Harp Oletsky



		Cleo Allfrey



		Antonina Rossi



		The Cat



		Asphodel Oletsky



		Harp Oletsky



		Antonina Rossi



		Harp Oletsky



		Asphodel Oletsky



		Harp Oletsky



		Asphodel Oletsky



		Antonina Rossi



		Harp Oletsky



		Cleo Allfrey



		Antonina Rossi



		The Scarecrow



		Asphodel Oletsky



		Cleo Allfrey



		Antonina Rossi



		Harp Oletsky



		Asphodel Oletsky



		The Cat



		The Scarecrow



		The Antidote / The Scarecrow









		Coda: Restoration



		Land Lost Acknowledgment



		Author’s Note



		Acknowledgments



		Photography Credits



		Copyright













		423



		v



		3



		4



		5



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		405



		406



		407



		408



		411



		412



		413



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		421













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











