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To all the girls trying to find their way home




West of Wicked is an adult reimagining of The Wizard of Oz and contains subject matters that may be sensitive for some readers, including graphic language, graphic sex, violence and gore, child abandonment, talk of animal death, imprisonment, drug use/addiction, and war.
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ONE

Dorothy
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I arrived at the Kansas farmhouse in a summer storm.

They say the wind was so violent, it made her hair go sideways.

I don’t know who she was, only that I clung to her, sobbing. There was blood on her face, they say. Speckled across her hollow cheeks.

“Please,” she said to the couple standing in the doorway. “Take her.”

She tried to hand me over, but I fought her, fingers clawing at the fabric of her jacket.

“I want to go home!”

I remember saying the words. Sometimes I wake up screaming them.

If I lie real still, if I close my eyes, if I strain my memory, I can see her.

She’s shouting at me, but there is no sound, only movement. Hair whipping around my face. Dark sky rolling above.

There is the sharpness of her desperation and the taste of ash on my tongue.

Cyclone season always bears desperation.

And carnage.

Aunt Em and Uncle Henry had never planned to have children, but how could two good people turn away a sobbing child?

“She’ll come back for you,” Em said as she wiped the dirt from my face after the storm broke. “Don’t you worry.”

The next week, Henry built me a bed from the barn wreckage. He let me hammer in some nails, let me try the handsaw.

“You sure you’ve never built a bed before?” he asked me, hands on his hips as he supervised.

“I’m sure,” I told him, because I didn’t even know what a hammer was until then.

“Well, fine work.” With his face hidden by the shadow of his brimmed hat, I didn’t know he’d been lying. I didn’t know for many years after that he’d rebuilt the bed that night just to make sure it was solid and sturdy. So it would last.

Now, as an adult, I can see it for what it was—distraction. Letting me hammer in some nails and saw at some wood helped free up the worry gnawing at my insides.

She wasn’t coming back. No one was coming back for me.

Henry knew better than most how to drive away grief and suffering. He was a man always in motion, running from a broken heart.

He’d found himself back on the Kansas prairie after his father died, then his mother, then two brothers back-to-back in the war. He was the youngest of his family. He was never supposed to inherit the family farm.

He got it anyway.
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If the work helped distract him, then Aunt Em helped heal Henry.

Before the farm, before losing his family, Uncle Henry traveled around the country. A busker, with a guitar at his hip, a harmonica strapped around his neck, and a drum at his foot, he made money with his music.

He’d arrived in New York City chasing something. Maybe a place to belong. He liked to joke that he was Goldilocks and each town he visited a bed. “None of them fit,” he’d say. “One too loud. Another too big. Some came close, but maybe they were too cold or too hot or too mushy.”

When I was a girl, I loved anything that even remotely smelled of fairy tales and Henry could twist anything into a story.

“The Big Apple felt just right,” he’d go on. “And playing music for the tourists was honest work. Work I liked. Most days, I could thump at my drum, strum at my guitar, close my eyes, and travel to another world. But not that day. That day I found her.”

As the story goes, Aunt Em had just arrived in the city from the South. She had dreams of studying art at one of the universities. To earn money, she would paint colorful caricatures for the tourists.

But not that day.

That day she painted the handsome busker.

And when the sun began to set, Henry offered to buy her painting with all the money he had collected in his hat.

She said she’d take a cup of coffee instead and he could have the painting.

It now hangs on a nail by the kitchen table.

There is so much color in the painting. So much life.

It’s a spark of beauty in an otherwise vast, gray Kansas prairie.

But Uncle Henry doesn’t play anymore and Aunt Em doesn’t paint, and sometimes I wonder if they ever feel like they’re starving for what they’ve given up.

Farm life isn’t easy. We all know it. Wake up before the sun. Always on the go because a dozen or more animals count on you to feed and water them. Crops that must be harvested before they rot. Eggs to be collected. Backbreaking work until your body aches.

But why does it seem like all the spark has been drained out of Em and Henry? And did they see it coming?

I think that terrifies me most of all, the thought of waking up one morning, empty, everything I had leeched from my bones and absorbed by the unforgiving earth.
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Backbreaking work aside, I am grateful for Aunt Em. I am grateful for Uncle Henry. And I am especially grateful for Toto. Even when he’s being a pain in the ass.

“Drop the rabbit, Toto.” The rabbit twitches in his jaws. It’s almost as big as Toto but that’s never stopped him. I’ve never met a terrier with such a thirst for blood.

Toto widens his stance, ready to bolt. The rabbit senses the ground beneath him and kicks out with his back legs. Finding no escape, he kicks harder, flinging dirt.

“Don’t you dare—” I say, but Toto very much would dare.

He darts off, carting the rabbit with him, the poor thing squealing in his jaws.

“Toto!” I shout.

“That dog is a menace.” Uncle Henry comes up behind me in the yard carrying a pail of eggs he’s collected from the barn. His pale Irish skin is pink from his work. He hasn’t gotten to the point in the season where his skin has given up and allowed itself to tan in the sun.

I am pale like him, but freckled, and somehow immune to the sun. I am always the shade of pale cream.

Turning to him, I squint against the sharp slant of morning light. “Suppose you’re right. At least he leaves the chickens alone.”

Uncle Henry snorts a laugh, but it quickly turns into a grimace. He sets the pail down and rubs at the small of his back. He won’t go to the doctor. Never enough money for that.

“Here, let me.” I swoop in and take charge of the eggs.

“I’m not an old man,” he says.

“Oh?” I raise my brows.

He frowns, but there’s a hint of a smile hidden beneath his mustache. “Well, old but capable.”

“Of course.”

“I can handle it,” he argues.

“I know you can. So can I.” I head for the house and Henry begrudgingly follows behind.

Inside, Aunt Em has all the windows open, creating a crosswind in the house. The curtains billow up, then rest, only to be caught again.

I think there is nothing I love more than a warm summer breeze.

Aunt Em is standing at the worktable, her dark hands dusted in flour. She kneads at a lump of dough, but her movements are slow; there’s a tremor in her hands, a slight pinch of frustration between her brows.

I set the pail down by the sink and join Em at the table. “Let me help with that.” I dip my hands into the canister of flour. I sense her frowning at me. Henry and Em are nearing seventy, though looking at Em, you wouldn’t guess it. There’s wisdom in her eyes, but barely a wrinkle on her face. Still, age is catching up to both her and Henry. They’ve never known a day in their lives when they didn’t work hard and fend for themselves. Getting help, let alone asking for it, is a foreign concept they do not like.

“It’s all right,” she protests. “I like kneading dough.”

“I like it too,” I argue, which isn’t true. I’ve been helping Em in the kitchen now for the better part of twenty years, but I have yet to acquire the passion for bread baking. It’s literally the most basic skill one needs to survive on the farm, and I do enjoy eating bread, but the hours required to make it? The precision? The margin for error? No, thank you. I’d rather muck out the barn stalls.

With a knowing smile, Em turns away from me and joins Henry at the sink. Together, they examine the egg haul. There were fewer today than yesterday, and yesterday fewer than the day before. It isn’t time to worry . . . yet.

Though I don’t love making bread, it is easy to get lost in the labor of it and as my hands move, my mind strays to a fantasy life where nothing is hard and everything is awash in color like Aunt Em’s painting.

It may be out there somewhere, but it won’t be for me. The farm needs me. Em and Henry need me. Who will tend to the animals when Henry can’t lift the feed bags? Who will haul the onions and potatoes into the dry cellar when Em can’t make it down the ladder?

I can’t leave them. I can’t leave the farm. And thinking about it makes my chest ache.

Henry unloads the eggs into the wire basket that hangs in the corner. Em checks the simmering pot of stew on the stove.

Outside, the chickens squawk at one another. In the distance, a dog bays.

“Dorothy,” Em says. “Could you make room for the pot? It’s about time for the dumplings—”

I have no time to respond.

There’s a loud crash, then a splash of searing heat on my legs.

I hiss in pain and lurch away as the stew spreads across the kitchen floor.

“Em!” Henry rushes over to her. Her hands are shaking, but there’s a flash of irritation on her face.

“It’s okay.” I dip down with one of our kitchen towels and start mopping up the mess. “I’ll take care of it.”

“All of it’s wasted.”

“We can make more,” Henry tells her.

“That was the last of the chicken, Henry. We can’t make more.”

I swipe at the mess on the floor, but it’s useless now. My towel is soaked and there’s still at least a half pot of broth to sop up.

“I don’t know what’s happening to me,” Em says as Henry pulls her into his chest.

I watch from my spot on the floor as Henry murmurs to Em and she nods into him, keeping her resolve. They’ve always known what the other needs without either of them having to ask for it. When the grief washes over Henry, Em is there taking his hand. When Em has a bad day, Henry is there making her smile.

And often I am here, just on the outside looking in.

I’ve always felt welcomed by them, but in the back of my mind, there’s a voice that will never quite fade. One that says, At any moment, all of this could disappear.

When I started having panic attacks just after I turned thirteen, I began seeing a therapist who told me I had commitment issues. “You’re capable of love,” she said to me. “You just have to open yourself up to it.”

“I do love,” I argued.

“Do you?” she asked and then tilted her head, narrowed her eyes, regarded me with a look of introspection that made me squirm on the sofa.

Later, when I told Em about the conversation, she listened to me rant about how wrong the therapist was and then she said, You’ve protected your heart. No one can blame you. But if you’re ever ready to open up, you know Henry and I will be there.

I spent the next two days angry at my therapist and Em. I knew how to love. I did love Em and Henry.

But it took me several more months of therapy and soul-searching to realize they were both right.

I may have loved Em and Henry, but deep down, I was terrified of letting them love me back.

I had a life and a family before the farmhouse, and both were gone.

Who was to say this wouldn’t be torn away too?

Em and Henry hadn’t chosen me. Like the farmhouse, they had never wanted children. But they got one anyway.

And now I’m determined to pay them back, no matter what it takes. I can help take care of them just like they took care of me, even if I keep them at arm’s length.

I grab a fresh towel and clean up the rest of the spilled stew.




TWO

Dorothy
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“Toto!” I stand on the edge of the porch calling out into the dark. He’s been gone the entire day. Probably curled up in a ball somewhere sleeping off his meal. “Toto!”

Across the field, I see a flash of light.

It winks on, then winks off.

Like a trained dog (not Toto, of course), my belly tightens.

I turn to the screen door. “I’m going for a walk to find Toto.”

“Don’t be out too late,” Aunt Em says from the sink.

The walk to the neighboring farm takes me about ten minutes if I follow the road. Seven if I cut across the fields. I’m in a hurry to feel something, so I take the shortcut, careful to step over the rows of corn shoots sprouting from the earth. It’s been drier this year. We’re in desperate need of a good rain.

I come around the Gilbert barn from the back side and find the door thrown open. All the animals are tucked in for the night. Edward Gilbert sits in a spot of light cast from a nearby gooseneck lantern. He’s in a metal lawn chair, Toto curled up in his lap.

“There you are,” I say and Toto’s ears prick up, his eyes barely opening. “He caught a rabbit earlier,” I tell Edward. “Haven’t seen him since.”

Edward pats Toto’s fat belly. “I think he stuffed himself.”

I’ve grown up with Edward, first as my best friend, then as something more. We used to send each other coded messages with our flashlights, the light winking in the dark.

When we were kids, he was shorter than me by several inches, scrawny and a little clumsy. Now at twenty-five, he’s got a foot on me, and the rougher farm work has given him strong hands, broad shoulders, and hard muscle.

Edward lifts Toto off his lap and sets him on a nearby hay bale. Toto yawns but curls up again and closes his eyes.

“Want to go up?” Edward asks, nodding at the ladder to the hayloft.

“Yes.” I knew what I wanted before I came over here.

Because he’s a gentleman, Edward lets me go up first on the off chance I should slip and fall. Even though I’ve been climbing this ladder, and ours back at home, for years and years with no incidents. Sometimes I think he does it just so he can see up my dress, which means he’s not quite the gentleman he’d like to believe he is. Which is fine by me. I wish he would be less of a gentleman some days.

But knowing he appreciates the view makes my belly spin with anticipation.

As soon as we’re up in the loft, Edward takes my hand and brings me gently into him. He presses his mouth to mine, his tongue darting out for a taste of me. He walks me back to the pile of loose hay in the corner where our quilt is already spread out, waiting.

I fall back with an umph and reach for his belt. We both fumble over the metal clasp, finally getting it undone. Then he’s on top of me, his hands roaming over my body.

I remember, vividly, the first time we made love. Our clumsy movements. Our desire permeating the air. The heat between my legs, the hardness between his.

When he enters me now, I groan in pleasure and he whispers sweet words in my ear.

“You’re so beautiful, Dutchie.”

In all the years we’ve been meeting in the barn, Edward has only ever been gentle with me. Like I am a glass figurine that he’s afraid to crack with too much pressure, too much heat.

I may have been born somewhere beyond the Kansas farmhouse, but everything I am now was forged beneath that violent storm. And I can’t help but wonder if the insatiable appetite I have for something more is because of it, if deep down the girl I am is a girl who yearns for bruises and ash and blood.

Maybe that’s why I’m incapable of letting love in. Because there is no room for things that feel soft and gentle.

And safe.

Use me, I want to say to Edward. Make me feel something so deep it leaves marks on my skin.

But the thought of voicing this wickedness to him makes my stomach roll with embarrassment.

Edward would frown at me. He would blush. He would tell me he respects me too much to treat me that way.

But sometimes I just want him to throw me against the wall.

The warmth of the barn surrounds us, and we shed more clothes as our movements grow more frenzied. Some of the pressure builds. Edward grows harder inside me. He’s getting closer. I would know his impending orgasm just as well as my own.

I hook my leg around his hips and coax him over, switching positions so I’m straddling him. So I’m in control. I grind against him, close my eyes, pretend I am somewhere else, with some other man.

The guilt whispers in the back of my mind. You should be grateful for Edward.

But another man . . . a different man . . . maybe his words would not be so sweet. Maybe his touch would be possessive.

I tighten at the thought. Edward moans up at me.

“Oh yes, Dutchie,” he says, using the nickname he gave me when we were kids. I urge him to sit up so I can wrap my arms around his neck using him for leverage, fucking him harder and faster, chasing the only thing that makes me feel something.

A bead of sweat slithers down my spine.

Moonlight spills in through the hayloft window, painting Edward in silver light. I watch as his face slackens with his pleasure. Every time he comes, it’s like this, like he is mystified by it, a little bit drunk.

“Did you come?” he asks me.

“Not yet.”

“Should I—”

“I’m almost there.” I squeeze my eyes shut and carry on the fantasy in my head.

Come for me, the faceless, nameless man says. Don’t disappoint me.

I clench up and rock my hips forward and hit the right angle, the friction reaching a crescendo.

I finally come.

And it’s only then that I see in color.
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We sit in the open window of the hayloft, legs dangling over the edge.

I’m dressed again but Edward is still shirtless and I can’t help but admire the swell of his biceps, the rise of his chest.

He hands me a joint.

I take a hit and exhale.

When the smoke meets the air, it curls around the full moon.

Edward points to a grassy field just beyond the corn shoots. “See that stretch of land over there?”

“The field where we used to play Kings and Castles?”

His grin is lopsided and bashful. “That’s the one. My father says he’ll give it to me so I can build my own house, start my own family.”

I should hand the joint back. Instead, I take another hit and let the smoke hang in my lungs, let it burn and burn.

“I’d like to start my own life,” he admits.

My mouth is dry and I roll my tongue around looking for sustenance that isn’t there.

“Picture it,” he goes on. “A saltbox house. Just like the Pembery House in town. White maybe? With black shutters? Or red with white shutters? A red barn to match. There’s enough land there for a garden too. I know how much you love your poppies. We could plant a whole garden of them if you wanted.”

I hand the joint back. He pinches it between his fingers and lets it smoke out.

I sense his excitement. The hot, rolling wave of it pressing against my skin.

I know what he’s going to say before he says it.

I do not feel excitement.

There is only dread.

“Marry me, Dutchie,” he says.

I meet his eyes. His earnestness makes me want to scream.

He asks me to marry him at least once a week. Sometimes twice. But it’s never been attached to a vision of the future with a house and a barn and a garden.

I could love him, in my own way. But is it enough? Is it ever enough?

When I think about a life with Edward, I feel empty inside.

The guilt returns.

“I can’t leave Uncle Henry and Aunt Em,” I tell him, which is what I always say, which is true. But sometimes, I wonder about who I was before I came here. I wonder about my parents and if they’re alive. I wonder about the woman who is always shouting in my memories but never heard.

Who is she?

And better yet, who am I?

When I turned eighteen, I started looking into my past. I started with newspaper clippings from the storm that tore through Kansas the year I arrived. I scoured birth records, asked around at local hospitals.

There was nothing. Not a shred of information. Which can only mean I haven’t looked far enough.

I won’t abandon Em and Henry, but marrying Edward means I will never truly leave. And if I can never leave, there will never be the possibility of learning who I am. That emptiness will never be filled.

Edward reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Em and Henry will be right next door.” A very good point.

“But that’s ten minutes—” I argue.

“Seven by the field.”

“And if something happened or if a cyclone came through . . .” I trail off.

He sets the joint in a nearby canning jar. “You make me happy, Dutchie. I could make you happy too.”

I look out over the barnyard, then to the field of corn. The perfect rows. The leafy shoots.

I smile at him, hook my arm through his, and kiss him on the cheek. “You do make me happy.” And it’s true. He does. He makes me happy, but would this?

That voice returns, whispering truths I’m often too afraid to face.

Edward isn’t my future. He’s just a distraction.
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My steps are heavier on the walk back home. Toto trots beside me.

“What am I to do, Toto?” He looks up at me, shaggy hair hanging in front of his eyes, and says nothing. “You’re no help.”

He yips at me, then bounds ahead.

I cross the dirt road. A chill breeze kicks up and I rub my arms, trying to ward off the goosebumps. The air has changed since I was otherwise occupied in the Gilbert barn. The heat of the day is gone, replaced by something sharper.

As I walk up the rickety front porch and reach out for the screen door, a voice calls out to me from the dark.

“Come sit with me.”

“Jesus.” I put my hand over my heart, feeling the sudden rapid thump of it. “You scared me, Em.”

The rocking chair creaks. As I near, I smell the sweetness of the tea in her hands. She takes a sip, her gaze trained on the horizon. “He ask you to marry him again?”

I sigh and take the matching rocker beside her. “Yes.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I avoided answering.”

She shakes her head. “That boy is smitten with you. He’s a good one, you know. Reminds me of Henry.”

He’s one of the best. There truly must be something wrong with me if I’m so resistant to committing to him.

I lay my head back against the carved spindles of the chair and give a push off the porch with the toe of my boot. “I can’t leave you both.”

Aunt Em clucks her tongue. “Don’t use us as an excuse.”

“Why not? It’s a good one.”

She takes the last drink of her tea, then balances the empty cup on the curve of her knee. “Take me and your uncle out of the scenario. What’s your heart tell you?”

“That’s the problem. I don’t know.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Em—”

“You’ve ignored your intuition your entire life. It’s time you start listening to it.”

It’s always been Em who’s tried to convince me I have a keen ability to just know. She likes to remind me of the time a traveling salesman came to the farmhouse trying to sell cleaning supplies and I, at the ripe age of nine, told Em he was a bad man and she shouldn’t let him in.

A few days later he was arrested for assaulting a farmer when they let him into their house.

“Even if that were true,” I say now.

“It is,” she counters.

“How do you know the difference between intuition and doubt?”

“How did you know about the salesman?”

See?

I huff out a breath and give the porch floor another kick. The rocking chair creaks.

“I barely remember that.”

She’s quiet again and the night creeps in, filling the void. Field crickets and tree frogs, the rustle of the barn animals.

“You want some advice or just space to vent?” she finally asks.

I roll my head along the chair’s back so I can look over at her. Some of the light from the lantern hanging over the barn door skims her face, fills the dimples around her mouth. She may be nearing seventy, but I’ve always thought she looks young for her age. Her struggle with her hands, the loss of control she once had, must frustrate her to no end. Everyone who grows up on a farm knows about death. And yet when I think about losing Em or Henry, it feels like carving out a part of myself. Something impossible to lose.

“I always appreciate your advice,” I tell her.

The chair creaks again as she gives it another push. “Imagine that tomorrow, Edward Gilbert tells you he’s proposed to another girl and that she’s accepted.”

I blow out a breath. “Cutting right to the heart.”

She shifts away from me, her face no longer in that slant of light. I can’t see her expression but I imagine her grinning. Aunt Em has the best smile. Like crocuses breaking through the hard crust of winter. The kind of smile that makes you think of warmth and strength.

“Go on,” she coaxes.

I let her imagined scenario play out in my head. Edward breaking the news to me, me knowing that our relationship is over, that I will no longer have to dodge his proposals.

I almost feel relief.

I suck in a breath and then let it out.

Aunt Em gets up. Her movements are slow, her back slightly stooped before she finally straightens out. As she passes me, she gives my shoulder a squeeze. “It’s your life, Dorothy. Just make sure you choose it, whatever it is.”

I nod up at her.

“Good night, my sweet girl,” she says.

“Good night, Aunt Em.”

Inside the house, the light goes out and a few seconds later, I hear their bedroom door click shut.

I give myself another push in the chair.

The wind kicks up and dust swirls in the yard.

I leave the rocker and head inside, determined to make a choice in the morning.




THREE

Dorothy
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Strong hands shake me awake.

My eyes pop open but there’s only darkness and the howling of wind. It takes my vision several long seconds to register the figure standing over me as Uncle Henry.

“What—” I start, but he cuts me off.

“Storm rolling in. Going to secure the barn. Get in the cellar with Em.” And then he’s gone.

I sit upright and blink through the sleepy haze. It isn’t the first time I’ve been dragged from bed to the storm cellar, but sometimes it’s nothing more than a lot of rain and thunder. I hate spending the night in a cold hole beneath the house with nothing but dirt surrounding me.

I’m not afraid of the dark. I just hate the discomfort of it all. I like my warm bed with its crisp cornflower-blue sheets and the thick white quilt Aunt Em and I made together the second summer I lived here.

Toto barks at me from the foot of the bed. He’s staring out the window, his back legs on the footboard, his front legs braced on the windowsill. His tail is wagging. He yips, then yips again.

“Yeah, yeah,” I say. “I’m getting up.” I toss the quilt back and set my bare feet to the hardwood floor.

Knowing it’ll be cold in the cellar, I yank on socks and then my worn leather boots.

“How’s it looking, Toto?” I ask, still a little groggy as I join him at the window. “Is it worth climbing in a hole?”

He glances at me over his shoulder, tail still wagging as the glass rattles in the pane. Outside, the weather vane at the peak of the barn spins round and round. The big oak to the side of the driveway is shifting back and forth with the churning wind.

Rain beads on the window as thick clouds roll in, promising a downpour.

The air is charged and violent.

Across the cornfield, I spot a flash of light.

“Edward.”

The flashes are a pattern that repeats over and over.

B. Safe.

“Dorothy!” Aunt Em calls as I hurry to my bedside table and yank open the drawer.

“Just a minute,” I tell her.

I grab my flashlight and return to the window, clicking the light on. Then off. Then on again.

You 2, I respond.

Edward’s light makes an X motion, then goes out.

Love you, he means.

I clutch the light to my chest, finger hovering over the switch.

Outside, the barn door slams open. The weather vane shifts directions.

The sky is turning bruised.

In the morning, when the storm is clear, I’m going to tell Edward yes.

I will be safe with him. I will be loved. I will be cared for.

How can I want for anything different?

My stomach knots.

Toto races to my open bedroom door and barks at me.

“I’m coming,” I tell him and toss the flashlight onto the bed. I slip into a sweater as I chase after him. But when I meet him in the living room, he darts away, barges through the screen door, and disappears into the storm.

“Toto! Get back here!”

“Dorothy, wait!” Aunt Em sticks her head out the open trapdoor. She’s in her robe, her hair tucked away in a silk scarf. “It’s not safe!”

I can’t leave Toto. I don’t care how dangerous it is.

I push through the door and immediately I’m pelted with dust and debris. I lift my arm, using it like a shield, and step out into the night.

“Toto!”

Barking comes from my left and I follow it to the end of the porch. I find Toto with his back rigid, his tail sticking straight up. He’s barking at the night. “We have to get inside! Aunt Em is waiting for us—”

The air changes.

The hair at the nape of my neck stands on end.

Toto growls.

I follow his line of sight and spot a cyclone making its way across the Gilbert cornfield.

Panic fills my body, making it hard to breathe.

Lightning flashes in the whirlwind and the night roars like a freight train.

But there is something different about this storm.

The tornado is glittering.

“Toto,” I say but my voice is drowned out by the rushing of the wind. “We have to get inside!”

Fighting against the wind, I bend down and snatch him up, hugging him tightly to my chest as the wind cuts across the porch.

Every step is agonizingly slow. The boards beneath my boots rattle against their fastenings. One finally gives and shoots upright and flies past my face.

Glass shatters somewhere in the house. I glance at the barn but don’t see Henry anywhere. There’s a cellar in the barn too. I can only hope he made it in.

“Dorothy!” Aunt Em screams.

I can’t suck in enough air to respond.

The thundering of the cyclone grows closer.

The metal shine of the door handle finally comes into view. I reach out for it just as a milk crate barrels past, slamming into my outstretched arm. My sweater tears. Something wet and warm runs down my forearm.

Hurry, Dorothy.

Hurry.

Hurry.

I could die out here.

I will die if I don’t get inside.

I reach out again, but the wind is so strong, I lose my balance and fall to my knees. Toto barks, squirming in my grip. Tears stream from my eyes.

I’m not going to make it. Why did Toto run? He never barks at storms, not like this—

The door flings open and Aunt Em appears in the gloom. “Take my hand!”

Relief floods through me. I grab hold of her and she fights against the storm, yanking me inside with everything she has.

“Stay down!” she yells, the ends of her tied silk scarf flapping around her neck.

A window shatters and glass shoots across the living room.

Aunt Em ducks down and crawls for the cellar.

I follow closely behind her.

“We’re almost there!” she shouts.

We can make it. We’re going to make it.

The house groans like a ship fighting against the ocean.

Aunt Em reaches the ladder to the cellar and scales down the rungs. “Hand me Toto!”

I scoot forward on my belly, shifting my grip on Toto, but the world suddenly heaves.

CRACK.

Light flashes.

I’m airborne, weightless, sailing toward the ceiling.

Then boom.

I slam back to the floor, then up again.

The house goes sideways and I slide down the floorboards and then go vertical on the opposite wall.

Uncle Henry’s favorite chair skitters across the room and bangs into my legs. Toto barks in my arms.

“I’ve got you!” I tell him. “Hold on!”

The plaster ceiling cracks and pebbles rain down around us.

I slide down the wall and turn myself into a ball using my body to shield Toto tucked into the bulk of my sweater.

My head is ringing and pressure builds against my eardrums.

“We’re going to be okay,” I tell him and breathe in his scent. It’s spicy and sweet. Very much him. Aunt Em always said he had the oddest smell for a dog, like burning oak trees.

Right now it gives me comfort as the world turns and turns.

Please let me live.

Please let us survive this.

The ceiling undulates like a wave. The crack spiderwebs outward and then a beam snaps in half, shooting through the plaster.

And it flies straight toward me.




FOUR

Cleo

[image: ]
The Witch of the East is zigzagging across the snowdrop field, her dress hoisted up and fisted in her hand to avoid dirtying the hem of the skirt.

“Where?” she demands, eyes wide and crazed.

Cleo has never known freedom.

Born under a blood moon, she was cursed from her first breath. Or at least that’s what she was told. Perhaps that’s why her mother gave Cleo to the Witch of the East before she was old enough to speak.

Her first memories are those of desperation.

She wanted to please the witch. After all, she was meant to be a gift (wasn’t she?) and gifts shouldn’t annoy, irritate, or infuriate.

Stay quiet, Cleo told herself. She had to learn this rule on her own, by instinct.

Delphine, the Witch of the East, liked the sound of her own voice, so because of this, Cleo’s voice should be silent.

And now, unsurprisingly, words are failing her.

She is not here by accident, just south of the Yellow Brick Road in the middle of the snowdrop field.

But accident or not, the instructions were vague, the details murky.

“There,” Cleo says and points at some random spot to Delphine’s left.

Delphine grumbles and stomps off.

The wind shifts and the old oaks surrounding the field creak in despair.

Cleo scans the woods, waiting.

Some nights, when she was finally alone after the witch was fast asleep, high on Oil, drunk on ozrum, Cleo read aloud to herself in the dim quiet just to remind herself she had a voice.

It was easy to forget the shape of words, the melody of what seemed like random letters strung together to form hope and friendship and power.

Hope seemed like a fairy tale.

Friendship like a lie.

Power a drug.

Most days, Cleo would wake at dawn to ready the witch’s bath, then her tea. She needed the tea to clear her head to drive away the hangover. She needed the salt bath to help ease the ache in her bones.

As soon as the witch was finished with breakfast, Cleo was cleaning up to prepare for lunch, then dinner, another bath, more drugs.

Would it ever be enough?

Cleo wasn’t sure.

And anyway, did it matter? She was cursed. Perhaps it wasn’t a Great and Terrible one, but a curse was a curse.

She just needed to survive.

She didn’t think there was another option.

At least not until the Witch of the West presented her with one.

It is a well-known fact that the witches of the Ends are often at odds with one another and from the inside, Cleo is privy to the truth of it—Delphine is afraid of the West.

The West is more powerful than the East. It means Delphine, deep down inside, knows that she does not deserve to rule. She is a Cardinal Witch only because she is pliable. A placeholder.

What has Delphine accomplished in the years since the Great and Terrible War?

Nothing.

Absent of ambition, Delphine can only spend her days aimlessly searching for gratification. And the only thing she knows how to do well is gorge herself on the fruits of her position. Money, drugs, power, bread and sweets. The East End is known as the breadbasket of Oz and there is no shortage of indulgences.

And now the Witch of the West is ready to move against her.

Cleo wasn’t meant to speculate on the business of Cardinal Witches, but she couldn’t help but wonder why the West had chosen her.

Most days, Cleo was loyal to Delphine, almost to a fault. Delphine might have been a terrible mother, but she was the only maternal figure Cleo knew and betraying her had never crossed Cleo’s mind.

But like most coups, it took just the right whisper at the right time.

The older Cleo got, the less she wanted to obey. It started as a pressure in her chest one night when Delphine decided Cleo had looked at her wrong and so should stay up all night scrubbing the stone floors on her hands and knees.

Then again, later, the pressure followed by a grit of her teeth when Delphine demanded Cleo remake breakfast because it wasn’t hot enough.

Then, an explosion.

Delphine had ordered Cleo to hand-wash every single one of her twenty-seven silk robes by sunrise. A task that would have taken Cleo several days.

Cleo lost it.

She screamed at Delphine.

The words didn’t come out right, and only half of them made sense, but she was on a roll and she couldn’t stop.

The only thing that stopped her was a slap across the face.

The hit surprised Delphine as much as it did Cleo.

For all her cruelty, for all the terrible things she’d done to the East End and the people who inhabited it in her endless pursuit of power and relevance, Delphine had never raised a hand to Cleo.

Cleo rubbed at the sting, silent.

And Delphine, nostrils flaring, turned and stormed off.

Perhaps that was the beginning of the end.

The pressure returned and did not leave.

Cleo wasn’t sure how she would escape Delphine, but she was determined to figure it out.

She never would have guessed that the Witch of the West would drop a solution straight into her hand.

And the solution? A long, narrow feather that gleamed like an oil slick.

The feather belonged to a winged monkey. The Witch of the West had given it to Cleo and told her simply to show it to Delphine.

Seeing the feather, Delphine had likely felt her tenuous grip on power slipping. If the winged monkeys, who belonged to the West, were flying over the East, they were encroaching, breaking the rules, and who would order them to do such a thing?

That no-good, narcissistic, vainglorious Witch of the West.

Delphine had gritted her teeth and said, “Show me where.”

Now they are here, south of the Yellow Brick Road in the middle of the snowdrop field. As instructed. The Witch of the West said she’d take care of the rest.

“Here?” Delphine asks now and drops her skirt, spreading out her arms.

“I think so,” Cleo answers, because what else is she to do? How long is she to stall?

Then . . .

A thundering from above. A shrill whistle that follows.

Cleo and Delphine look up at the same time.

The rest, it would seem, is a house falling from the sky.
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